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PREFACE 

The Jesus Leader was not originally intended to be a separate 
study. 

It emerged while completing The Jesus Organization. That 
project began with a relatively simple question: How did Jesus 
accomplish what He did? Looking again at the Gospel accounts 
through the lens of organization revealed something remarkable. 
Jesus did not simply deliver a message and hope that others would 
carry it forward. He selected people, developed them, delegated 
responsibility, managed resources, dealt with crowds, traveled 
strategically, communicated consistently, and prepared others to 
continue the mission after He was gone. 

The more closely we studied the organization, however, the more 
apparent something else became. The organization could not 
really be separated from its leader. 

What eventually became the Jesus organization was not created 
through an organizational chart, a set of procedures, or an 
established institution. It was formed through the repeated actions 
and decisions of Jesus Himself. His priorities became its 
priorities. The way He treated people established its culture. The 
questions He asked shaped the thinking of those around Him. 
His willingness to confront some situations and show 
extraordinary patience in others demonstrated how the mission 
was to be protected. Even the way He responded to interruption, 
criticism, scarcity, disagreement, betrayal, suffering, and failure 
became part of the organization He was building. 

In other words, the organization reflected the leader. 

That realization created another question. If we could learn 
something about organization by examining how Jesus built and 
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operated His ministry, what might we learn about leadership by 
examining the situations in which His leadership was actually 
tested? 

The familiar question What would Jesus do? is valuable, but it also 
carries a risk. We can easily imagine a Jesus who responds the way 
we believe He should respond. Our assumptions, personalities, 
experiences, politics, traditions, and preferences can quietly 
become part of the answer. 

There is another way to approach the question. 

Before asking what Jesus would do, we can spend considerably 
more time examining what Jesus did. 

The Gospels provide an extraordinary collection of leadership 
situations. Jesus was challenged publicly. He was interrupted. He 
encountered people society rejected. His followers competed for 
position. Religious leaders attempted to trap Him. People 
misunderstood His mission. Resources appeared inadequate. 
Friends disappointed Him. One disciple betrayed Him and 
another denied knowing Him. Crowds demanded His attention. 
Institutions drifted from their purpose. Authorities accused Him 
unjustly. He faced suffering He knew was coming. 

These were not theoretical leadership exercises. They were real 
situations involving competing interests, difficult choices, human 
emotion, institutional pressure, and consequences. 

And Jesus responded. 

Sometimes He spoke. Sometimes He remained silent. Sometimes 
He showed extraordinary gentleness. At other times He 
confronted people directly. Sometimes He stopped everything for 
one person. At other times He walked away from a crowd that 
wanted more from Him. He respected authority without 
surrendering His mission to it. He forgave failure without 
pretending failure had not occurred. He served people who held 
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less power than He did, and He challenged people who used 
power improperly. 

The consistency is not that Jesus always responded in the same 
manner. The consistency appears to be something deeper: His 
responses remained aligned with who He was, why He had come, 
and what the Father had called Him to accomplish. 

That is the study we will undertake here. 

The Jesus Leader is therefore not an attempt to reduce Jesus to a 
modern leadership model, nor is it meant to transform the Gospel 
into a management textbook. It is an effort to look carefully at the 
situations Scripture gives us, understand the pressures 
surrounding them, observe what Jesus actually did, and consider 
what those actions reveal about leadership, discernment, 
character, and mission. 

We will begin with the stories themselves. 

Only after understanding the situation will we ask what it may 
teach us. 

Because if the organization Jesus formed was shaped by the 
actions of its leader, then understanding The Jesus Organization 
naturally leads us to a deeper study of The Jesus Leader. 
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INTRODUCTION:  
 BEYOND “WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?” 

“What would Jesus do?” is one of the most familiar questions in 
modern Christianity. It has appeared on bracelets, bookmarks, 
signs, sermons, and countless conversations intended to help 
people pause before acting and consider whether their response 
reflects the character and teachings of Jesus. At its best, the 
question is a useful exercise in self-examination because it asks us 
to step outside our own immediate instincts and consider another 
standard. 

There is, however, an important limitation in the question itself. It 
asks us to imagine what Jesus might do, and whenever we 
imagine, we inevitably bring something of ourselves into the 
answer. We bring our upbringing, theology, politics, personality, 
experiences, fears, preferences, and assumptions. Without 
intending to, we can create a version of Jesus who responds much 
as we would like Him to respond. A question designed to 
challenge us can quietly become a way of confirming what we 
already believe. 

There may be a more disciplined place to begin. Before asking 
what Jesus would do, we can spend more time asking what Jesus 
did. 

The Gospels give us far more than teachings and sayings. They 
give us situations. Jesus encountered temptation, criticism, grief, 
scarcity, interruption, hypocrisy, ambition, betrayal, injustice, 
suffering, and failure. He was approached by desperate parents, 
skeptical followers, hostile religious leaders, political authorities, 
social outcasts, curious crowds, and people whose lives had been 
damaged by circumstance or by their own choices. These 
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encounters matter because they required more than abstract 
teaching. They required a response. 

Sometimes Jesus answered immediately, while at other times He 
responded with a question. Sometimes He moved toward the 
person everyone else avoided, and sometimes He withdrew from 
people who were demanding more of Him. At times He showed 
remarkable patience, while at other times He confronted people 
with unmistakable directness. He could be gentle without being 
weak and forceful without becoming reckless. The consistency 
was not that He always behaved in the same way. The consistency 
was that His responses remained aligned with His mission, His 
relationship with the Father, and the truth of the situation before 
Him. 

That distinction is essential to understanding Jesus as a leader. 
Leadership is often reduced to a collection of desirable traits such 
as courage, humility, decisiveness, compassion, vision, discipline, 
communication, and resilience. Jesus certainly demonstrated 
these qualities, but He did not apply them mechanically or 
uniformly. His response depended on what the moment required. 
A frightened person did not receive the same treatment as a 
hypocrite. A sincere question did not receive the same response as 
a trap. A person struggling with failure was not approached in the 
same way as someone using authority to burden others. A crowd’s 
demand did not automatically become His priority, and a good 
opportunity did not automatically become His assignment. 

This is where the study becomes especially valuable. The most 
revealing moments in leadership are often not the moments when 
everything is going well, but the moments when important values 
appear to compete with one another. Compassion and truth can 
seem to pull in different directions. Mercy can appear to conflict 
with accountability. Urgency can compete with patience, and 
service can become confused with surrendering responsibility. 
Leaders are often forced to make decisions when there is no 
obvious choice that satisfies everyone. 
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The Gospels repeatedly place Jesus in precisely these kinds of 
circumstances. He had to decide when to stay and when to leave, 
when to speak and when to remain silent, when to confront and 
when to forgive, when to meet an immediate need and when to 
protect a larger purpose. Those moments allow us to examine 
something deeper than personality or technique. They allow us to 
observe judgment and discernment in action. 

The purpose of this book is not to reduce Jesus to a modern 
leadership model, nor is it to suggest that every workplace 
problem has a direct biblical equivalent. Jesus was not leading a 
corporation, a nonprofit, or a government agency, and His 
mission was unique. Any attempt to turn the Gospel into a 
management manual would flatten the very thing that makes His 
leadership worth studying. 

The purpose here is more careful. We will examine the situations 
Scripture records, consider the pressures surrounding them, 
observe what Jesus actually did, and then ask what His response 
may reveal about leadership, character, discernment, and mission. 
The sequence matters because it protects us from beginning with 
a lesson we already want to teach and then searching backward for 
a biblical story that seems to support it. The better discipline is to 
allow the story to lead. 

That approach also requires us to accept that Jesus may not 
always respond the way we expect. There are moments when He 
appears more compassionate than convention might suggest and 
others when He appears more confrontational. There are times 
when He gives freely and times when He refuses a request. He 
sometimes explains Himself in detail and at other times offers 
very little explanation at all. If we are willing to resist the 
temptation to smooth out those differences, a deeper pattern 
begins to emerge. 

Jesus appears consistently concerned with what is true beneath 
the surface, who is being overlooked, what motive is driving the 
decision, whether the proposed means are consistent with the 
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mission, and whether the action remains aligned with the Father’s 
purpose. His behavior changes because the circumstances 
change, but the foundation beneath the behavior does not. 

This is one of the most important distinctions in the study. Jesus 
was not situational in the sense that His values shifted according 
to convenience. He was situational in the sense that He 
understood that different circumstances required different 
responses. The method could change while the mission remained 
fixed. 

That is a much more demanding model of leadership than simply 
copying a behavior. It asks us to understand why Jesus acted as 
He did. What was He protecting? What assumption was He 
challenging? Who was He noticing that others had overlooked? 
What pressure was He willing to resist? What outcome was He 
unwilling to pursue by the wrong means? What cost was He 
willing to bear Himself rather than place on someone else? 

Those questions move us beyond imitation toward understanding, 
and that matters because leadership is rarely about repeating 
someone else’s action exactly. It is about developing the 
discernment to recognize what a particular situation requires 
while remaining aligned with the mission. 

The chapters that follow will therefore move through some of the 
most revealing situations in the Gospels: moments of temptation, 
interruption, scarcity, conflict, power, failure, betrayal, grief, 
injustice, and sacrifice. In each case, we will begin with the story 
itself, allow the tension of the situation to emerge, and then 
examine what Jesus chose to do and what that choice may reveal. 

The goal is not to finish with a formula that tells us exactly what 
Jesus would do in every modern circumstance. The goal is to 
become more familiar with how He actually responded when 
leadership was tested. The more carefully we understand what 
Jesus did, the better prepared we may be to recognize what 
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faithful leadership requires when our own decisions become 
difficult. 
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PART I  

BEFORE THE DECISION 

Leadership is most visible in moments of decision, but the 
quality of those decisions is often determined long before the 
pressure arrives. A difficult situation does not suddenly create 
conviction, clarity, or character. More often, it reveals whether 
those things were already present. Pressure exposes what a 
person values, what they fear losing, what they are willing to 
compromise, and what they understand their purpose to be. 

The Gospel accounts of Jesus repeatedly show this distinction. 
His responses could be immediate, but they rarely appear 
impulsive. He did not seem to discover His mission while 
standing in front of a crowd, facing an accusation, or responding 
to an emergency. He already knew why He was there, and that 
understanding allowed Him to recognize opportunities He 
should accept and others He should decline, needs that required 
His immediate attention and demands that could not be allowed 
to redirect Him. 

This is important because opportunity and mission can look 
remarkably similar. A leader who lacks clarity about purpose 
may assume that more influence is always better, greater 
visibility is always useful, larger crowds always represent 
progress, and solving every problem placed before them is 
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evidence of commitment. Yet the early ministry of Jesus suggests 
something more disciplined. He repeatedly encountered 
opportunities that appeared attractive, reasonable, and even 
beneficial but would have taken Him away from the purpose He 
had been given. 

Before examining how Jesus treated outsiders, handled conflict, 
confronted hypocrisy, restored failure, or responded to betrayal, 
it is worth beginning with the foundation beneath those 
decisions. Jesus knew what He was there to accomplish. He 
protected the relationship that kept that mission clear, and He 
demonstrated a willingness to disappoint people when their 
expectations competed with it. The leader we encounter in the 
chapters ahead was not simply responding well to 
circumstances. He was responding from a settled sense of 
identity and purpose. 

That is where this study begins. 
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CHAPTER 1  
 MISSION BEFORE OPPORTUNITY 

Primary Scripture: Matthew 4:1–11 
Parallel account: Luke 4:1–13 

Context: Matthew 3:13–17 

The public ministry of Jesus begins, in one sense, with an 
unusual leadership test. There is no crowd yet demanding His 
attention, no group of disciples arguing about position, no 
religious authority publicly challenging Him, and no desperate 
family asking for help. Instead, immediately following His 
baptism, Jesus enters the wilderness. 

The sequence is important. Matthew 3 records Jesus coming to 
John to be baptized in the Jordan. As He comes up from the 
water, the heavens open, the Spirit of God descends like a dove, 
and a voice from heaven declares, “This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). Before Jesus preaches 
publicly, heals the sick, gathers disciples, feeds a crowd, or 
confronts a religious leader, His identity has already been 
affirmed. 

Matthew then moves almost immediately from affirmation to 
testing. “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness 
to be tempted by the devil” (Matthew 4:1). Luke follows the same 
sequence in Luke 4:1–2. The temptations repeatedly challenge 
the very identity that has just been declared. Twice the tempter 
begins with the phrase, “If you are the Son of God” (Matthew 
4:3, 6). The question is not simply whether Jesus can perform the 
proposed acts. The deeper issue is whether He will allow His 
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identity and mission to be defined by proving Himself, satisfying 
an immediate need, or taking a shortcut toward power. 

After fasting forty days and forty nights, Matthew tells us that 
Jesus was hungry. The first temptation therefore enters through 
a very real physical need: “If you are the Son of God, command 
these stones to become loaves of bread” (Matthew 4:3). At first 
glance, the suggestion appears almost practical. Hunger is real, 
Jesus has power, and no innocent person appears to be harmed 
by the proposed act. There is no obvious moral scandal in 
turning a stone into bread. 

Yet Jesus refuses. His response comes from Deuteronomy: “Man 
shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from 
the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4; Deuteronomy 8:3). It would be 
easy to treat this simply as a lesson about resisting appetite, but 
the Gospel story gives us reason to look deeper. Jesus will later 
provide food miraculously for thousands of hungry people in 
Matthew 14:13–21 and again in Matthew 15:32–39. The problem 
in the wilderness, therefore, cannot simply be that miraculous 
provision is wrong. 

The distinction appears to lie in purpose. Jesus will use His 
power to serve others, but He will not allow immediate appetite 
to determine how His power is used. The fact that He is capable 
of doing something does not create an obligation to do it. 
Hunger is real, but hunger does not define the mission. 

This is one of the earliest leadership patterns we encounter in 
Jesus: capability does not determine calling. Leaders are often 
tempted by precisely the opposite assumption. If we have the 
ability to solve a problem, we begin to feel responsible for 
solving it. If resources are available, we feel pressure to deploy 
them. If an opportunity appears within our capacity, we may 
assume it must therefore belong to us. Jesus demonstrates a 
different discipline. He distinguishes between what can be done 
and what should be done. 
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The second temptation shifts from appetite to recognition. 
Matthew says the devil took Jesus to the holy city and set Him 
on the pinnacle of the Temple, saying, “If you are the Son of 
God, throw yourself down” (Matthew 4:5–6). This time Scripture 
itself is brought into the argument. Psalm 91 is quoted as 
assurance that angels would protect Him. 

The temptation is more sophisticated because the proposed act 
could appear to accomplish something useful. A spectacular 
public demonstration at the Temple could establish credibility, 
force attention, and perhaps eliminate uncertainty about who 
Jesus was. Recognition could come quickly, without the long 
path of teaching, misunderstanding, resistance, and sacrifice 
that would eventually define His ministry. 

Jesus refuses again, answering from Deuteronomy: “You shall 
not put the Lord your God to the test” (Matthew 4:7; 
Deuteronomy 6:16). The significance of this response becomes 
clearer when we look ahead in the Gospels. Jesus will repeatedly 
resist pressure to prove Himself through spectacle. In Matthew 
12:38–39, scribes and Pharisees ask Him for a sign, and He 
refuses to perform on demand. In Matthew 16:1–4, another 
request for a sign receives a similar response. Even at the 
crucifixion, He is taunted to come down from the cross as proof 
of His identity (Matthew 27:40–43). 

The pattern is consistent. Jesus does not allow spectacle to 
determine how truth will be revealed. A leader can become so 
anxious to be recognized, believed, or validated that the desire to 
prove oneself begins to influence the mission. Visibility starts to 
substitute for faithfulness, and recognition becomes confused 
with effectiveness. Jesus appears remarkably resistant to that 
pressure. He will teach, heal, confront, serve, and ultimately 
suffer, but He will not turn His mission into a performance 
designed to compel approval. 

The third temptation moves directly to power. Matthew says 
Jesus is shown “all the kingdoms of the world and their glory,” 
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and the tempter promises them in exchange for worship 
(Matthew 4:8–9). This is perhaps the most revealing temptation 
of the three because authority itself is not foreign to Jesus’ 
mission. He will proclaim the Kingdom of God, teach with 
authority, exercise authority over sickness, demons, nature, and 
even death, and at the end of Matthew’s Gospel declare, “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” 
(Matthew 28:18). 

The issue, therefore, is not whether authority belongs in the 
mission. The issue is how that authority is obtained and whom it 
serves. The offer in the wilderness is essentially authority without 
obedience, influence without sacrifice, and a kingdom without 
the path Jesus has been called to walk. 

Jesus answers, “You shall worship the Lord your God and him 
only shall you serve” (Matthew 4:10; Deuteronomy 6:13). The 
shortcut is refused, and that refusal becomes more meaningful 
when viewed against the rest of the Gospel story. Jesus will later 
tell His disciples that the Son of Man came “not to be served but 
to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). 
The path toward His kingdom will not bypass service or 
sacrifice. 

The wilderness therefore becomes much more than a story about 
resisting temptation. It is an early demonstration of mission 
discipline. Jesus is confronted with appetite, recognition, and 
power before His public ministry has fully begun, and each 
temptation offers something that will later appear legitimately 
within the mission. He will provide food, become known, and 
exercise authority. What He refuses is allowing any of those 
things to dictate the terms of His mission. 

Modern leadership culture frequently celebrates opportunity. 
Leaders are encouraged to expand influence, increase reach, 
seize openings, build momentum, and respond quickly when 
favorable circumstances appear. Much of that advice may be 
useful, but the wilderness introduces an important caution: 
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opportunity is not the same thing as assignment. An opportunity 
can look attractive and still pull a leader away from purpose. It 
can produce growth while weakening alignment, or offer a 
desirable outcome through a method that contradicts the 
mission. 

Jesus begins His public ministry by refusing to let appetite, 
spectacle, or power determine how He will lead. His identity has 
already been settled, and His mission will not be negotiated in 
the wilderness. 

Reflection 
What opportunity are you currently considering that may be 
attractive, but not actually aligned with your mission? 
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CHAPTER 2  
 KNOWING WHY YOU ARE HERE 

Primary Scripture: Mark 1:21–39 
Parallel account: Luke 4:31–44 

Related passage: Matthew 4:23–25 

The ministry in Capernaum was working. Mark describes Jesus 
entering the synagogue on the Sabbath and teaching in a way 
that astonished those who heard Him because “he taught them 
as one who had authority, and not as the scribes” (Mark 1:22). 
During that same gathering, a man with an unclean spirit 
confronts Him, and Jesus commands the spirit to leave. The 
people are amazed, and Mark tells us that His fame begins 
spreading throughout the surrounding region (Mark 1:27–28). 

The day continues. Jesus enters the home of Simon and Andrew, 
where Simon’s mother-in-law is sick with a fever. Jesus takes her 
by the hand, raises her up, and the fever leaves her (Mark 1:29–
31). By evening, the effect of the day has become visible. “The 
whole city was gathered together at the door” (Mark 1:33). 
People bring the sick and those oppressed by demons, and Jesus 
heals many of them. 

From almost any organizational perspective, this is momentum. 
The teaching is connecting, the needs are obvious, the response 
from the community is overwhelming, and His reputation is 
spreading. There is no indication that the work in Capernaum 
has reached completion. Quite the opposite. Demand appears to 
be increasing. 
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For many leaders, the next decision would seem obvious: remain 
where the work is succeeding. When something works, we tend 
to repeat it. When people respond positively, we naturally 
interpret that response as confirmation. Growth, demand, and 
visible impact all feel like evidence that we are exactly where we 
should be. 

Yet Mark records something unexpected. “Rising very early in 
the morning, while it was still dark,” Jesus leaves the house and 
goes to a desolate place to pray (Mark 1:35). This is not a trivial 
detail. The previous evening had been filled with people, 
healing, need, activity, and attention, while the next morning 
begins in solitude. 

Simon and the others eventually go looking for Him. When they 
find Him, their message is short and compelling: “Everyone is 
looking for you” (Mark 1:37). That statement contains nearly 
every pressure capable of keeping a leader in place. People need 
Him, want Him, and are actively seeking Him. The opportunity 
is present, the demand exists, and the work is visibly successful. 

Jesus responds, “Let us go on to the next towns, that I may 
preach there also, for that is why I came out” (Mark 1:38). Luke’s 
account sharpens the point further. When the crowds search for 
Jesus and try to keep Him from leaving, He says, “I must preach 
the good news of the kingdom of God to the other towns as well; 
for I was sent for this purpose” (Luke 4:43). 

The importance of that phrase is difficult to overstate. Jesus does 
not evaluate the decision solely by asking where He is most 
wanted or where the immediate demand appears greatest. He 
evaluates the decision against purpose. 

Capernaum was not a failure, and that makes the decision more 
instructive. Leaving something unsuccessful is easy to 
understand. Leaving something successful requires greater 
clarity. Leaders frequently become trapped by success because 
success creates its own constituency. Once people benefit from 
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what we are doing, they understandably want us to keep doing it. 
Systems develop around successful activity, expectations 
increase, and people become invested. The more useful a leader 
becomes in one setting, the harder it can be to leave that setting 
even when the larger mission requires movement. 

Jesus demonstrates that effectiveness and assignment are not 
always the same thing. There were more sick people in 
Capernaum and more people who wanted to hear Him. Staying 
would not have been irresponsible or unproductive. Yet He 
understood that His mission extended beyond one town, one 
successful day, or one enthusiastic audience. 

This raises a difficult leadership question: how do we know 
when success itself has become a distraction? The answer in this 
passage appears connected to clarity of purpose. Without a clear 
mission, leaders are easily governed by demand. The loudest 
request becomes the priority, the most enthusiastic audience 
begins to determine direction, and the place where we receive 
the greatest affirmation becomes the place we are most reluctant 
to leave. 

Jesus seems remarkably resistant to this pressure. He listens to 
people but does not allow their desire for Him to define His 
mission. He meets needs but does not accept responsibility for 
every need in every place. He responds to opportunity without 
assuming that every opportunity requires His continued 
presence. 

The sequence in Mark is especially important because the 
decision to leave follows prayer. Jesus withdraws before the 
disciples find Him. Whatever else occurred during that time, the 
narrative places solitude and prayer directly before the moment 
when He refuses to be governed by public demand. That 
connection should not be overlooked, because clarity becomes 
difficult when every voice around the leader is speaking at once. 

Leaders who never step away from demand may gradually begin 
to confuse demand with purpose. Expectations become so 
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persistent that it becomes difficult to distinguish between what 
people want from the leader and what the leader is actually 
called to accomplish. Jesus’ response in Capernaum suggests 
that knowing why we are here creates the freedom to say no even 
to worthwhile things. 

That may be one of the hardest disciplines in leadership because 
poor opportunities are usually easier to decline. The most 
difficult decisions involve good opportunities that compete with 
something more important. Capernaum was good, the ministry 
was effective, and the people wanted Him to stay. Jesus left not 
because the work had failed, but because the mission was larger 
than the success of one place. 

The lesson is not that leaders should ignore demand or abandon 
work simply because it becomes successful. The lesson is that 
success cannot become the final measure of alignment. Jesus 
knew why He had come, and that clarity made movement 
possible. 

Reflection 
Are you continuing something because it is working, or because 
it still belongs to your purpose? 
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CHAPTER 3  
 THE DISCIPLINE OF WITHDRAWAL 

Primary Scriptures:  
Mark 1:35; Mark 6:30–32; Luke 5:15–16 

Related passages:  
Luke 6:12–13; Matthew 14:13, 23; John 6:15 

As the ministry of Jesus grew, so did the demands placed upon 
Him. Luke describes the effect directly: “Great crowds gathered 
to hear him and to be healed of their infirmities” (Luke 5:15). 
The very next verse records a pattern that may seem surprising: 
“But he would withdraw to desolate places and pray” (Luke 
5:16). 

The contrast matters because the crowds were increasing, the 
needs were real, and the opportunities were multiplying, yet 
Jesus still withdrew. This was not caused by a lack of demand. It 
appears to have been a deliberate part of how He preserved 
clarity and alignment. 

Mark records a similar moment after the apostles return from a 
period of ministry and report what they had done and taught. 
People are coming and going in such numbers that Jesus and the 
disciples “had no leisure even to eat” (Mark 6:31). Jesus 
responds by saying, “Come away by yourselves to a desolate 
place and rest a while.” 

This is not a picture of indifference to need. It occurs in the 
middle of a ministry defined by attention to people. Jesus heals, 
teaches, feeds, restores, listens, and responds repeatedly 
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throughout the Gospel accounts. What is striking is that He does 
not allow compassion to become permanent availability. 

That distinction matters because many leaders begin to equate 
accessibility with faithfulness. If someone needs us, we feel we 
should respond. If work remains unfinished, stepping away can 
feel irresponsible. The greater the mission, the easier it becomes 
to believe that rest, solitude, or withdrawal must be justified 
against the importance of the work. 

Jesus does not appear to operate from that assumption. He 
withdraws even when people are still looking for Him, seeks 
solitude even when needs remain unmet, and takes His disciples 
away even when the surrounding activity appears important. The 
pattern appears repeatedly enough that it should be considered 
part of His leadership rather than an incidental personal habit. 

Before choosing the twelve apostles, Luke tells us that Jesus goes 
out to a mountain to pray and continues in prayer through the 
night (Luke 6:12–13). After feeding the five thousand, Matthew 
records that Jesus dismisses the crowd and goes up on a 
mountain alone to pray (Matthew 14:23). After learning of John 
the Baptist’s death, He withdraws by boat to a solitary place 
(Matthew 14:13). In John 6:15, when people intend to take Him 
by force and make Him king, Jesus withdraws again to the 
mountain by Himself. 

These episodes occur under different circumstances, but 
together they reveal a consistent pattern. Jesus creates distance 
from noise before important decisions, after intense activity, 
when grief enters the story, and when public enthusiasm 
threatens to redefine His mission. Withdrawal, in this sense, is 
not avoidance. It is one of the ways He protects alignment. 

This becomes particularly important when we remember what 
happened in Capernaum. Jesus left the crowd and prayed before 
deciding to move on. The withdrawal did not separate Him from 
the mission; it helped preserve clarity about the mission. 
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There is also a physical dimension that should not be ignored. 
Mark 6 does not spiritualize exhaustion. Jesus recognizes that 
the disciples have been working under conditions where they 
cannot even eat properly, and His response is to call them away 
to rest. The leader is not merely a mind carrying a mission. Jesus 
appears willing to acknowledge limits in Himself and in those 
He leads. 

That can be difficult for leaders who have learned to interpret 
exhaustion as evidence of commitment. The willingness to 
remain constantly available may be praised as dedication, 
particularly in organizations built around service, ministry, or 
urgent need. Over time, however, permanent accessibility can 
erode the very judgment the mission depends upon. Reaction 
can replace reflection, urgency can replace importance, and 
noise can begin to crowd out discernment. 

Jesus’ pattern suggests that withdrawal can be one of the ways a 
leader protects the quality of future presence. This matters 
because Jesus is not less attentive to people after solitude. He is 
often more focused. He returns to the work with clarity about 
where He should go, whom He should appoint, what He should 
teach, and what He should refuse. 

There is another organizational dimension as well. A leader who 
never steps away can unintentionally teach everyone around 
them that the mission depends entirely on the leader’s constant 
presence. If every decision requires one person, every crisis must 
be personally solved, and every meaningful action waits for the 
leader’s involvement, indispensability can begin to look like 
success. 

But an organization built around permanent dependence on one 
person is fragile. Jesus does not lead that way. He spends time 
with the disciples, sends them out, receives them back, teaches 
them, corrects them, and gradually entrusts them with greater 
responsibility. His withdrawals therefore do more than protect 
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His own clarity. They also create space in which others must 
grow. 

The discipline of withdrawal is not a retreat from responsibility. 
It is part of accepting responsibility for the quality of one’s 
leadership. 

Reflection 
Where do you need enough distance from activity and demand to 
regain clarity? 
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Section Review 
Part I  establishes three foundational patterns before the more 
complicated encounters begin. In the wilderness, Jesus refuses 
to allow appetite, spectacle, or power to define how the mission 
will be pursued. In Capernaum, He refuses to allow success and 
public demand to determine where He remains. Throughout His 
ministry, He repeatedly withdraws so that immediate pressure 
does not overwhelm deeper purpose. 

These stories tell us something essential about the leader before 
the decision. Jesus knew who He was, knew why He was there, 
and repeatedly protected the space necessary to remain aligned 
with both. 
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PART II  

 WHEN PEOPLE INTERRUPT 

A clear mission does not eliminate interruption. In fact, the more 
purposeful a leader becomes, the more difficult interruptions can 
be to interpret. There is already somewhere to go, something to 
accomplish, someone waiting, or a responsibility that appears 
more urgent. Interruption rarely arrives at a convenient time, and 
it seldom announces whether it is a distraction or something 
important enough to deserve attention. 

The Gospel accounts repeatedly place Jesus in situations where 
people interrupt an existing plan. He is already moving toward 
one need when another person reaches for Him. He is teaching 
when parents bring children. He is traveling with a crowd when 
someone others consider unimportant begins calling out. These 
stories matter because they reveal that Jesus did not simply 
operate according to schedule, status, or urgency. He appears 
able to distinguish between an interruption that pulls Him away 
from purpose and an encounter that reveals what the purpose is 
for. 

That distinction is not easy. Leaders who are too open to 
interruption can lose direction. Leaders who become too rigid 
about direction can stop seeing people. The challenge is not 
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simply to protect the mission or to respond compassionately. It 
is to know when compassion is itself part of the mission. 
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CHAPTER 4  
 WHEN AN INTERRUPTION  

IS THE MISSION 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 5:21–43 

Parallel accounts: 
 Matthew 9:18–26; Luke 8:40–56 

Jairus had every reason to be desperate. Mark identifies him as 
one of the synagogue leaders, which likely meant he was 
accustomed to a certain degree of respect and standing in the 
community. Yet none of that mattered when his daughter 
became gravely ill. Whatever influence he possessed was 
powerless against what was happening in his home. 

When Jairus reached Jesus, he fell at His feet and pleaded 
earnestly, “My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and 
lay your hands on her, so that she may be made well and live” 
(Mark 5:23). Jesus went with him. 

The direction of the story now seems clear. A child is dying, her 
father has found the person he believes can help, and Jesus is 
moving toward the house. The need is urgent, the destination 
obvious, and the logic of the moment appears to demand speed. 

 

Then the journey is interrupted when Mark introduces a woman 
who had suffered from bleeding for twelve years. He does not 
simply say that she was ill. He tells us that she had “suffered 
much under many physicians,” had spent everything she had, 
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and instead of improving had grown worse (Mark 5:25–26). The 
details give the reader a sense of how long the suffering had 
lasted and how completely it had affected her life. This was not a 
recent problem; she had been living with it for more than a 
decade. 

Her condition also carried social and religious consequences. 
Leviticus 15:25–27 describes the ritual impurity associated with 
prolonged bleeding. Whatever the exact social circumstances of 
this particular woman, the condition would have affected her 
relationships, religious participation, and ordinary physical 
contact with others. Her suffering was therefore not only 
medical. It had likely become social, financial, and deeply 
personal. 

She had heard about Jesus and believed that if she could touch 
even His garments, she would be healed. Mark describes her 
approaching from behind in the crowd and touching His cloak 
(Mark 5:27–28). She appears to be trying to receive help without 
becoming the center of attention. 

Immediately, she knows that something has changed. 

Jesus knows as well. He stops and asks, “Who touched my 
garments?” (Mark 5:30). 

The disciples react almost as though the question makes no 
sense. The crowd is pressing around Him from every direction, 
and they point out the obvious: everyone is touching Him. Yet 
Jesus continues looking for the person who had done it. 

That decision deserves attention because, from the perspective 
of the story already underway, Jesus is now delaying an 
emergency. Jairus’ daughter is still dying. Jesus has already 
agreed to go. The woman has apparently received the healing 
she sought. It would have been entirely possible to continue 
toward the house and allow her to disappear anonymously into 
the crowd.Jesus does not continue on. The woman eventually 
comes forward “in fear and trembling” and tells Him the whole 
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truth (Mark 5:33). Jesus responds, “Daughter, your faith has 
made you well; go in peace, and be healed of your disease” 
(Mark 5:34). 

The word “Daughter” is significant. This is the only recorded 
occasion in the Gospels in which Jesus addresses a woman as 
“Daughter.” The woman who approached from behind, 
apparently hoping not to be noticed, is publicly acknowledged 
and given relational dignity. She is not merely the recipient of a 
cure. 

The healing had already occurred before Jesus called her 
forward. That suggests the encounter was about more than 
confirming the physical result. Jesus seems unwilling to let the 
woman leave without being seen. 

That matters because long-term suffering has a way of reducing 
people to the thing that is wrong with them. The person 
becomes the illness, the problem, the case, the burden, or the 
condition. The woman had spent twelve years being defined by 
what she could not control. Jesus restores something beyond 
physical health by addressing her as a person rather than simply 
as a problem that has been solved. 

Then the story turns sharply. While Jesus is still speaking, people 
arrive from Jairus’ house with the message, “Your daughter is 
dead. Why trouble the Teacher any further?” (Mark 5:35). 

The interruption now appears to have had a cost, and this is 
where the story becomes more difficult and more revealing. One 
person’s need has been addressed while another person’s 
emergency has apparently become irreversible. If Jairus had 
been measuring leadership solely by speed and efficiency, the 
delay would have seemed disastrous. 

Jesus responds immediately to the news: “Do not fear, only 
believe” (Mark 5:36). He continues to the house, enters the 
room, takes the girl by the hand, and says, “Talitha cumi,” 
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meaning, “Little girl, I say to you, arise” (Mark 5:41). Mark tells 
us that she rises and begins walking. 

One of the most striking details in the chapter is the number 
twelve. The woman had been suffering for twelve years (Mark 
5:25), and Jairus’ daughter was twelve years old (Mark 5:42). 
Mark places those facts close together. One life had been 
growing for twelve years while another person had spent those 
same twelve years suffering. 

Jesus sees both, and that observation keeps us from reducing the 
story to a simplistic lesson about interruptions. The point is not 
that every interruption should override an existing priority. Jesus’ 
own ministry demonstrates otherwise. The deeper lesson is that 
urgency is not the only measure of importance, and social status 
is not the measure of human worth. 

Jairus is named and prominent. The woman is unnamed and 
hidden in the crowd. Jairus approaches openly. She approaches 
from behind. Jairus has a crisis that has developed quickly. She 
has carried hers for twelve years. Jesus does not treat one as 
more worthy of attention than the other. 

For leaders, this creates a difficult but important question. Are 
we so focused on the visible crisis that we become unable to see 
the person whose suffering is less dramatic but no less real? 
Urgency is loud. Long-term suffering often becomes quiet 
because people learn to live with it, and others learn to stop 
noticing it. 

Jesus did not allow the obvious emergency to erase the less 
visible person. Sometimes the interruption is not a distraction 
from the mission; sometimes it reveals whom the mission is 
meant to serve. 

Reflection 
Who might you be overlooking because their need is quieter than 
the crisis already in front of you? 
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CHAPTER 5  
 WHEN THE IMPORTANT PEOPLE 

OVERLOOK SOMEONE 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 10:13–16 

Parallel accounts:  
Matthew 19:13–15; Luke 18:15–17 

The scene begins with people bringing children to Jesus so that 
He might touch them. Luke’s account uses a word that can 
include infants, suggesting that at least some of the children 
were very young (Luke 18:15). There is no indication that they 
were sick or that their parents were seeking some dramatic 
intervention. They simply wanted Jesus to receive them. 

The disciples rebuked those bringing the children, but Mark 
does not tell us why. We can only be cautious about supplying 
motives that the text does not provide. Even so, the response 
itself tells us something about what the disciples thought was 
appropriate. They believed, for whatever reason, that these 
children should not be taking Jesus’ time. 

That decision may have seemed reasonable within the social 
assumptions of the period. Children were loved within Jewish 
families, but they did not occupy the kind of social status or 
public importance that modern readers may instinctively assign 
to them. They possessed little power, influence, or standing. 
They were dependents, not decision makers. 
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The disciples therefore appear to be making a judgment about 
access, and Jesus responds with unusual intensity. Mark says 
that when He saw what was happening, “he was indignant” 
(Mark 10:14). He tells the disciples, “Let the children come to 
me; do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of 
God.” 

The strength of His reaction deserves attention. He is not merely 
correcting an administrative misunderstanding. He is 
confronting an assumption about who belongs close to Him. 

Jesus then goes further. “Whoever does not receive the kingdom 
of God like a child shall not enter it” (Mark 10:15). The very 
people the disciples were attempting to move away become part 
of the lesson Jesus uses to explain the kingdom. 

Mark concludes by saying that Jesus “took them in his arms and 
blessed them, laying his hands on them” (Mark 10:16). The scene 
is physically personal. He does not simply tell the disciples to let 
the children remain nearby. He receives them. 

The story raises an important leadership issue because 
organizations inevitably develop hierarchies of attention. Some 
people have authority, some have resources, some influence 
outcomes, and some can create consequences if ignored. Over 
time, leaders and the systems surrounding them learn who 
should receive immediate access and whose needs can wait. 

Some degree of filtering is unavoidable. No leader can respond 
personally to everyone at every moment. Jesus Himself did not 
operate with unlimited accessibility. Yet this passage warns 
about the danger of allowing practical filtering to become a 
judgment about human significance. 

The children had little to offer Jesus in return. They could not 
increase His political influence, finance the ministry, validate 
His teaching among religious authorities, or advance His 
standing. Their presence was not strategically useful in any 
obvious sense. 
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Jesus welcomed them anyway, and that detail exposes something 
about leadership that can easily become distorted. We often 
discover how we truly value people by observing how we treat 
those from whom we need nothing. Attention comes naturally 
when another person has power, influence, wealth, status, or the 
ability to help us. The person who offers no obvious advantage 
provides a different test. 

Jesus’ treatment of the children suggests that human worth 
cannot be measured by usefulness. There is also an 
organizational warning here. The disciples were close to Jesus, 
not outsiders opposing His mission, and they were the people 
most directly involved in helping carry it forward. Yet they were 
capable of creating a barrier that Jesus Himself did not want. 

That possibility should concern every leader because the people 
closest to the mission can become gatekeepers. They may 
believe they are protecting the leader’s time, preserving order, or 
maintaining priorities, and in many cases that work is necessary. 
But over time the system can begin deciding, often without 
explicit instruction, which people matter enough to receive 
access. 

The leader may never have intended that hierarchy, but the 
organization can create it anyway. Jesus interrupts that process. 
He does not merely receive the children; He corrects the people 
who are preventing them from coming. 

This creates a leadership question larger than personal 
accessibility. What barriers have developed around the leader or 
organization, and what do those barriers communicate about 
whose voice matters? There are people who will never force 
themselves into the room, demand attention, or understand how 
to navigate an organizational system. If access depends entirely 
on confidence, status, or persistence, the least powerful are often 
filtered out first. 
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The disciples may have thought they were protecting something 
important. Jesus showed them that the people they were turning 
away were not outside the work. They were part of the reason the 
work existed. 

Reflection 
Who has little status or influence in your organization, and what 
does their access to you reveal about what you truly value? 
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CHAPTER 6  
 SEEING THE PERSON  

OTHERS HAVE STOPPED SEEING 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 10:46–52 

Parallel accounts: 
 Matthew 20:29–34; Luke 18:35–43 

As Jesus and His disciples leave Jericho, Mark tells us that a 
large crowd is traveling with them. Sitting beside the road is a 
blind beggar named Bartimaeus, the son of Timaeus (Mark 
10:46). 

The story is brief, but the setting matters. Bartimaeus is not part 
of the moving crowd. He is stationary while everyone else is 
going somewhere. His blindness has left him dependent on 
others and begging beside the road. In a group focused on 
movement and destination, he is easy to pass. 

When Bartimaeus hears that Jesus of Nazareth is passing by, he 
begins to cry out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” 
(Mark 10:47). 

The title he uses is significant. “Son of David” carries messianic 
meaning, and Mark places this confession at an important point 
in the Gospel. Jesus is moving toward Jerusalem, where the 
events of His final week will soon unfold. A blind beggar beside 
the road is publicly identifying Him in a way that many others 
still struggle to understand. 
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The crowd responds by telling Bartimaeus to be silent. Mark 
says that “many rebuked him” (Mark 10:48). The reaction is not 
limited to one impatient person; a significant portion of the 
crowd appears to agree that he should stop calling out. 

Bartimaeus does the opposite and cries out even more loudly. 
The response of the crowd is revealing because these are people 
traveling with Jesus, yet when someone marginal to the group 
attempts to reach Him, their instinct is to suppress the 
disruption. Perhaps they considered Bartimaeus embarrassing, 
noisy, unimportant, or simply one more demand in an already 
crowded situation. The text does not tell us their motives, but it 
clearly tells us their action: they tried to silence him. 

 

Jesus stops, and Mark 10:49 records the change with remarkable 
simplicity: “And Jesus stopped and said, ‘Call him.’” 

Immediately the crowd changes its tone. The same people who 
were telling Bartimaeus to be quiet now say, “Take heart. Get 
up; he is calling you.” 

Their view of Bartimaeus changes when they discover that Jesus 
considers him worth calling. That is an important organizational 
dynamic because groups often take their cues from the leader 
regarding who deserves attention. People who are ignored by the 
leader tend to become increasingly invisible, while people whom 
the leader values suddenly become more important to everyone 
else. 

Bartimaeus throws off his cloak, springs up, and comes to Jesus 
(Mark 10:50). Jesus then asks a question that initially seems 
unnecessary: “What do you want me to do for you?” (Mark 
10:51). 

The answer appears obvious because Bartimaeus is blind, yet 
Jesus still asks. That question gives Bartimaeus something the 
crowd had denied him: the opportunity to speak for himself. He 
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is not simply presented as a problem to be solved; he is invited to 
articulate what he wants. 

“Rabbi, let me recover my sight.” 

Jesus answers, “Go your way; your faith has made you well.” 
Mark tells us that immediately Bartimaeus recovered his sight 
and followed Jesus on the way (Mark 10:52). 

The sequence is worth slowing down enough to notice. Jesus 
sees the person the crowd has categorized, stops the movement, 
calls him forward, asks what he wants, listens to his answer, and 
then responds. 

Leaders frequently reverse that sequence. We identify a 
condition and move immediately toward a solution. We assume 
that because we can see the problem, we understand the person. 
The employee becomes the performance issue, the customer 
becomes the complaint, the family member becomes the crisis, 
and the person receiving assistance becomes the need being 
addressed. 

Jesus does not interact with Bartimaeus as a category; He asks 
him. This is especially striking because Bartimaeus’ need really 
was obvious. If there were ever a situation in which a leader 
might reasonably assume the answer, this would appear to be 
one, yet Jesus still allows the man to speak. 

That small act preserves agency and dignity while also 
highlighting a broader problem. People can be physically present 
and still become invisible. Bartimaeus was not hidden; the crowd 
could hear him clearly enough to tell him to be quiet. His 
invisibility came from familiarity with his place in the social 
order. He was the blind beggar beside the road, and people had 
learned how to pass him. 

That kind of invisibility exists in every type of organization. 
People become known by their function, weakness, history, 
reputation, or need. Once the category becomes familiar, 
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curiosity disappears. We stop asking because we assume we 
already know. 

Jesus interrupts that pattern. The woman in Mark 5 was not 
merely a medical condition, the children in Mark 10 were not 
merely an inconvenience, and Bartimaeus was not merely a blind 
beggar. Each was treated as a person worthy of attention rather 
than as a category to be managed. 

Reflection 
Whose voice have you or your organization become so 
accustomed to ignoring that you may no longer be listening? 
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Section Review 
Taken together, the stories in Part II deepen what Part I 
established. Jesus had a clear mission and was willing to protect 
it, but mission clarity did not make Him insensitive to people 
who appeared unexpectedly in His path. He could distinguish 
between a demand that would redirect Him and an encounter 
that deserved His attention. 

That balance is difficult. A leader without sufficient clarity can 
be pulled in every direction by interruption, while a leader 
without sufficient compassion can become so committed to 
objectives that people begin to look like obstacles, delays, or 
resources. 

Jesus offers a different model. He could move toward an urgent 
destination and still notice hidden suffering. He could carry 
responsibilities of enormous importance and still receive 
children who offered no obvious strategic benefit. He could 
travel with a large crowd and still stop for the voice everyone else 
wanted silenced. 

The interruption did not always take Him away from the 
mission. Sometimes it revealed more clearly whom the mission 
was for. 
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PART III  

 COMPASSION IN ACTION 

Compassion is easy to admire and difficult to practice well. 
Feeling concern for another person requires very little, but acting 
on that concern can demand time, attention, resources, courage, 
and judgment. It is one thing to recognize suffering and another 
to accept responsibility for how we will respond to it. 

The Gospels repeatedly describe Jesus as moved by compassion, 
but they rarely leave the matter there. His compassion becomes 
visible in what He does next. He feeds, heals, touches, listens, 
teaches, organizes, and restores. Emotion does not replace 
action, and action does not appear detached from emotion. The 
two remain connected. 

This matters because leadership can fail in both directions. Some 
leaders become highly efficient but emotionally distant, solving 
problems without fully seeing the people involved. Others feel 
deeply but never translate concern into meaningful action. Jesus 
repeatedly demonstrates another pattern in which compassion 
sharpens attention and then moves toward a response 
appropriate to the situation. 

The stories in this section are different from one another, but 
they share that underlying pattern. A hungry crowd becomes an 
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exercise in organization and provision. A man considered 
unclean becomes an encounter in which touch carries meaning 
beyond physical healing. A grieving family becomes a setting 
where Jesus demonstrates that knowing the outcome does not 
remove the need for empathy. Compassion, in these stories, is 
not sentiment. It becomes a way of leading. 
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CHAPTER 7  
 COMPASSION IS MORE THAN FEELING 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 6:30–44 

Parallel accounts: 
 Matthew 14:13–21; Luke 9:10–17; John 6:1–14 

The feeding of the five thousand is one of the few miracles 
recorded in all four Gospels, and that alone suggests the 
importance the early Christian community attached to the event. 
It is familiar enough that the details can easily blur together: a 
large crowd, too little food, a few loaves and fish, and a 
miraculous abundance. But the story is also a remarkably rich 
leadership case study. 

Mark places the event immediately after the apostles return from 
ministry. They report to Jesus what they have done and taught, 
and He tells them, “Come away by yourselves to a desolate place 
and rest a while” (Mark 6:31). The invitation is significant 
because the disciples are tired. Mark notes that so many people 
were coming and going that they did not even have time to eat. 

They leave by boat, apparently hoping for some distance from 
the crowd, but the plan does not work. People recognize them 
and run ahead on foot from the surrounding towns. By the time 
Jesus comes ashore, a large crowd is already waiting. 

This is exactly the kind of moment that tests whether 
compassion is merely a feeling or a governing value. Jesus and 
the disciples have legitimate reasons to withdraw. They are tired, 
hungry, and seeking rest. The crowd has disrupted that plan, yet 
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Mark tells us that when Jesus sees the people, “he had 
compassion on them, because they were like sheep without a 
shepherd” (Mark 6:34). His response is not irritation at the 
interruption. He begins teaching them many things. 

The phrase “sheep without a shepherd” carries more than 
emotional warmth. It suggests disorientation, vulnerability, and 
lack of guidance. Jesus does not merely see a large gathering of 
people. He interprets their condition. That distinction matters 
because crowds can easily become numbers. Organizations 
count attendance, participation, customers, donors, followers, 
members, or voters, and those measures can be useful. Yet Jesus’ 
description of the crowd is not statistical. He sees a condition 
that requires care. 

As the day grows late, the disciples identify another problem. 
The place is remote, and the people need food. Their proposed 
solution is straightforward: send the crowd away so they can buy 
something to eat (Mark 6:35–36). The suggestion is not 
unreasonable. The disciples are acknowledging a real need and 
proposing a practical response. There are too many people, the 
location is isolated, and the available resources appear 
inadequate. 

Jesus answers, “You give them something to eat” (Mark 6:37). 
With that sentence, what had been observed as someone else’s 
need becomes a responsibility placed directly before the 
disciples. 

Their response is immediate and understandable. Feeding such 
a large crowd would require an enormous amount of money. 
Mark records their estimate in terms of two hundred denarii, a 
figure representing many months of wages. Their calculation 
makes the impossibility obvious. 

Jesus does not argue with the arithmetic. Instead, He asks a 
different question: “How many loaves do you have? Go and see” 
(Mark 6:38). That question is important because leadership 
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under scarcity often begins with the gap between what is needed 
and what is available. The gap can become so overwhelming that 
the resources already present are dismissed as irrelevant. Jesus 
redirects attention from what they do not have to what they do 
have. 

They return with five loaves and two fish, resources plainly 
inadequate for the size of the crowd. Jesus then does something 
that is easy to overlook because of the miracle that follows. He 
organizes the people. Mark says He instructs them to sit down in 
groups on the green grass, arranged by hundreds and fifties 
(Mark 6:39–40). 

That detail matters because genuine care does not eliminate the 
need for organization. In fact, the larger the need, the more 
important organization becomes. A desire to help thousands of 
people without a method for doing so would quickly become 
chaos. Jesus receives what is available, gives thanks, breaks the 
loaves, and gives them to the disciples to distribute. The fish are 
divided as well. Everyone eats and is satisfied, and the disciples 
collect twelve baskets of leftovers. 

The miracle is central, but the method deserves attention. Jesus 
does not personally walk through the crowd handing food to 
thousands of individuals. He involves the disciples, organizes 
the people, and distributes resources through others. What 
begins as compassion becomes coordinated action. 

This is one of the clearest examples in the Gospels of 
compassion and execution operating together. Leaders 
sometimes create a false choice between the two. Operational 
discipline can be portrayed as cold or bureaucratic, while 
compassion can be treated as spontaneous and unstructured. 
The feeding of the crowd suggests otherwise. Jesus’ concern for 
the people leads directly into organization, delegation, and 
distribution. 
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There is also an important lesson in the way the disciples are 
involved. Jesus could have solved the problem without them, but 
instead He tells them, “You give them something to eat.” They 
are required to participate in a solution they initially believed 
impossible. In this way, Jesus does more than meet the need in 
front of Him. He uses the situation to expand the disciples’ 
understanding of responsibility, resources, and dependence. 

The passage also resists a simplistic conclusion that faith means 
ignoring practical limitations. Jesus asks for an inventory, has 
the crowd arranged, and uses the disciples as distributors. There 
is nothing careless about the response. The extraordinary 
provision takes place inside disciplined execution. 

For leaders, the story raises difficult questions. When we see a 
need, do we assume that identifying it is enough? Do we 
immediately transfer responsibility elsewhere because the 
resources appear inadequate? Do we underestimate what can be 
done with what is already available? And when action becomes 
possible, do we organize well enough for compassion to reach 
the people it is intended to serve? 

Jesus begins by seeing the crowd differently. The disciples see a 
logistical problem. Jesus sees people who are like sheep without 
a shepherd. Yet His compassion does not remain abstract. It 
becomes teaching, organization, delegation, provision, and 
follow-through. In this story, compassion is not the alternative to 
execution. It is the reason execution matters. 

Reflection 
What need have you recognized but not yet accepted 
responsibility to act upon? 
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CHAPTER 8  
 TOUCHING THE UNTOUCHABLE 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 1:40–45 

Parallel accounts: 
 Matthew 8:1–4; Luke 5:12–16 

A man with leprosy comes to Jesus, kneels before Him, and says, 
“If you will, you can make me clean” (Mark 1:40). The request is 
striking because the man does not question Jesus’ ability. He 
questions willingness. 

He believes Jesus can help. What he does not know is whether 
Jesus will. 

That distinction becomes more meaningful when we understand 
the condition surrounding him. The term translated “leprosy” in 
the biblical text can refer to a range of serious skin conditions, 
not necessarily only what is now identified medically as 
Hansen’s disease. Under the purity regulations described in 
Leviticus 13 and 14, a person declared unclean because of such a 
condition could be separated from normal community life. 

The result was not merely physical suffering. It carried social 
and religious consequences as well. Leviticus 13:45–46 describes 
the person declared unclean as living apart and calling out 
“Unclean, unclean” when necessary. Whatever the exact 
circumstances of the man who approaches Jesus, the larger 
setting is clear enough: he belongs to a category from which 
others were expected to maintain distance. 
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That makes Jesus’ first action especially important. Mark says 
that Jesus, moved with compassion, “stretched out his hand and 
touched him” (Mark 1:41).1 He touches the man before Mark 
records the healing, and the sequence matters because Jesus 
could have healed at a distance. Other Gospel stories 
demonstrate that physical contact was not necessary for Him to 
act. Yet here He reaches toward a man whose condition had 
made touch socially and religiously complicated. 

Jesus then answers the question the man had actually asked: “I 
will; be clean.” The response addresses both ability and 
willingness. 

For a person who may have spent a long period being avoided, 
the touch itself carries meaning beyond the healing that follows. 
The man is not treated as contamination. Jesus moves toward 
him. 

That action does not mean Jesus dismisses the religious 
framework surrounding the condition. After healing the man, He 
tells him to show himself to the priest and offer what Moses 
commanded for cleansing (Mark 1:44; Leviticus 14). The 
restoration therefore includes a pathway back into recognized 
community life. 

This makes the story richer than a simple lesson about kindness. 
Jesus does not merely remove a physical condition. He acts in a 
way that restores relationship and belonging. 

Leadership often focuses on solving visible problems. A person 
has a financial problem, a performance problem, a health 
problem, a behavioral problem, or some other identifiable 
condition. Once the measurable problem improves, the leader 
may assume the work is finished. But people frequently carry 
consequences that remain after the obvious problem has 

 
1 Some early manuscripts read that Jesus was moved with anger rather than 
compassion in Mark 1:41. The majority reading, and the one followed here, 
is “compassion.” 
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changed. Shame can remain. Isolation can remain. Reputation 
can remain. Other people may continue treating the person 
according to the old condition long after it is gone. 

Jesus’ response to the man suggests an awareness of the whole 
person. The touch is especially important in this regard because 
it precedes the cure. Jesus does not wait until the man is socially 
safe to approach him. He reaches toward him while the label still 
applies. 

That creates a challenging leadership question. Are we willing to 
extend dignity before someone’s problem has been fully 
resolved? It is easier to welcome people once they have 
recovered, changed, apologized, succeeded, or become socially 
acceptable again. There is less risk then. The leader can affirm 
the restored person without being associated with the condition 
that once defined them. 

Jesus does not wait for that moment. His compassion moves 
first. 

That does not mean boundaries are unnecessary or that every 
circumstance requires physical or social proximity. The Gospels 
do not provide a simplistic rule that compassion always means 
removing all distance. The importance of this story lies in the 
fact that Jesus recognizes when distance itself has become part 
of the suffering. 

The man asks whether Jesus is willing, and Jesus answers with 
action before words fully explain the response. In organizations, 
people can become untouchable without ever being formally 
excluded. A mistake, failure, illness, conflict, demotion, financial 
difficulty, or damaged reputation can change how everyone 
interacts with them. People speak differently around them, 
invitations disappear, eye contact changes, and conversations 
become shorter. No policy may say the person has been 
excluded, yet everyone understands the new distance. 
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Jesus repeatedly challenges that kind of social separation. He 
does not allow categories to replace people, and He does not 
confuse caution with contempt. The leadership principle 
emerging from this story is not simply that compassionate 
leaders should be kind. It is that restoration often requires more 
than solving the stated problem. Sometimes the person needs to 
know that the relationship has changed as well. 

The man asked, “If you will.” Jesus showed him that He would. 

Reflection 
Is there someone whose problem has been resolved but whose 
dignity or belonging still needs to be restored? 
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CHAPTER 9  
 WHEN SOMEONE ELSE’S PAIN 

INTERRUPTS YOUR KNOWLEDGE 

Primary Scripture: John 11:1–44 

The story of Lazarus begins with information Jesus already has. 
A message reaches Him that Lazarus is sick. The sisters, Mary 
and Martha, send a simple appeal: “Lord, he whom you love is 
ill” (John 11:3). 

Jesus knows the family. John makes that explicit, saying that 
Jesus loved Martha, her sister, and Lazarus (John 11:5). Yet His 
response does not follow the pattern the reader might expect. He 
does not leave immediately. Instead, He remains where He is for 
two more days. 

That delay becomes one of the central tensions in the story 
because, by the time Jesus arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has been 
in the tomb for four days (John 11:17). Martha meets Him before 
He reaches the village and says, “Lord, if you had been here, my 
brother would not have died” (John 11:21). Mary later says almost 
exactly the same thing (John 11:32). 

Both statements contain grief and faith at the same time. They 
believe Jesus could have changed the outcome, and because He 
did not arrive earlier, they are left trying to understand why. 

Jesus knows something they do not. Earlier in the chapter, He 
has already told the disciples that Lazarus’ death will not be the 
end of the story. He speaks of what is happening in terms of 
God’s glory and tells them plainly that Lazarus has died (John 
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11:11–15). By the time He arrives at the tomb, Jesus knows what 
He intends to do. 

That knowledge makes what happens next particularly 
important. When Mary comes to Him weeping, accompanied by 
others who are also weeping, John says that Jesus is deeply 
moved and troubled (John 11:33). He asks where Lazarus has 
been laid, and then comes one of the shortest and most familiar 
verses in Scripture: “Jesus wept” (John 11:35). 

The significance of those tears is easy to miss precisely because 
Jesus knows what is about to happen. He knows Lazarus will be 
raised, knows the grief will soon change, and knows the tomb is 
not the final outcome. Yet He still enters the grief of the people 
before Him. 

That tells us something important about compassion. 
Knowledge does not cancel empathy. 

Leaders often find themselves in situations where they know 
more than the person in front of them. They may understand the 
plan, know that a solution is coming, have access to information 
others do not yet possess, or believe with confidence that the 
immediate crisis will eventually pass. That knowledge can create 
emotional distance. 

When we know the answer, another person’s distress can begin 
to look temporary, exaggerated, or unnecessary. We may rush 
toward reassurance because we want to move the person quickly 
from pain to solution. Jesus does not do that here. He enters the 
grief before changing the circumstances. 

This is particularly striking because the story offers no 
suggestion that His tears are performative. John describes Jesus 
as deeply moved. The emotion is real. 

There are different interpretations of exactly what lies behind 
Jesus’ grief in this passage. Some emphasize His sorrow over 
Lazarus and the mourning family, while others point to His 
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response to death itself and the brokenness it represents. The 
text allows us to recognize that the emotion is profound without 
reducing it to a single explanation. 

What matters for this study is that Jesus does not treat 
foreknowledge as permission to remain emotionally detached. 
He knows what He is going to do and still allows Himself to be 
present with the people who do not yet know. 

That distinction has enormous leadership value. A leader can 
possess perspective without using perspective to minimize pain. 

Martha and Mary do not need a lecture explaining why they 
should not be grieving. Jesus eventually reveals something much 
larger. He tells Martha, “I am the resurrection and the life” (John 
11:25), and later He calls Lazarus out of the tomb (John 11:43). 
But before the resolution comes, Jesus stands in the sorrow with 
them. 

This challenges the idea that strong leadership always looks 
emotionally controlled or immediately solution-oriented. There 
are moments when solving the problem is necessary, but there 
are also moments when the first responsibility is to acknowledge 
what the problem has cost another person. 

Knowing the answer can tempt leaders to skip that step. The 
story of Lazarus suggests that doing so can miss something 
essential about human relationship. 

Jesus does not choose between compassion and action. He 
demonstrates both. He shares the grief and then changes the 
circumstances. That sequence is important because it shows that 
empathy does not weaken leadership. It can deepen it. 

There is also a lesson here about timing. The delay in Jesus’ 
arrival is not accidental to the story. The sisters believe He 
should have come sooner, and their disappointment is openly 
expressed. Jesus does not rebuke them for saying so. 
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Leadership sometimes requires decisions that others do not 
understand because they cannot yet see what the leader sees. 
That does not mean their pain is invalid. A leader may have a 
reason for the delay, the decision, or the direction and still need 
to acknowledge the real effect that decision has had on others. 

Jesus does not respond to Martha and Mary by defending the 
delay. He responds to their grief. 

That distinction matters because leaders often become so 
focused on explaining why a decision was correct that they fail to 
recognize the pain created by the decision itself. Explanation 
can become a substitute for empathy. Jesus offers another 
pattern. His knowledge remains intact, but it does not prevent 
Him from entering the emotional reality of the people before 
Him. 

Reflection 
Are you explaining a situation that someone else first needs you 
to enter with empathy? 
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Section Review 
Part III adds another dimension to the leadership pattern we 
have been tracing. Jesus notices people, but He does not stop at 
noticing. Compassion becomes provision when the crowd is 
hungry, touch when the excluded person needs restoration, and 
presence when grief cannot yet be resolved by explanation. 

In each case, the response is different because the need is 
different. The common thread is not a single behavior but a 
willingness to let compassion shape the action. Jesus did not 
merely feel for people. He allowed what He saw to influence 
what He did. 
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PART IV  

 RULES AND PURPOSE 

Rules can preserve wisdom, traditions can carry memory, and 
institutions can protect a mission across generations. None of 
these things are inherently opposed to faithful leadership. In fact, 
much of what allows a community to endure depends on people 
being willing to create structure, preserve standards, and pass 
important practices forward. The problem begins when the 
structure becomes more important than the purpose it was 
created to serve, or when a tradition is preserved so carefully that 
the reason behind it becomes difficult to see. 

The Gospels repeatedly place Jesus in situations where accepted 
religious practice, institutional authority, or long-standing 
interpretation appears to conflict with human need or the deeper 
intent of God’s command. These encounters are important 
because Jesus does not respond by dismissing Scripture, 
tradition, or authority. Instead, He asks whether the way they are 
being applied remains aligned with the purpose they were meant 
to serve. 

That distinction matters in every organization. Policies, 
procedures, traditions, and systems usually begin because 
someone was trying to solve a real problem or protect something 
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important. Over time, however, the original reason can become 
less visible than the practice itself. The organization remembers 
what it does but forgets why it does it. When that happens, 
protecting the process can gradually become more important 
than fulfilling the mission. 

Jesus repeatedly challenges that kind of drift. 
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CHAPTER 10  
 THE PURPOSE BEHIND THE RULE 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 3:1–6 

Parallel accounts: 
 Matthew 12:9–14; Luke 6:6–11 

Related passages:  
Mark 2:23–28; Luke 13:10–17; Luke 14:1–6 

Jesus enters a synagogue on the Sabbath and encounters a man 
with a withered hand. Mark tells us that others are watching 
closely to see whether Jesus will heal him, because they want a 
reason to accuse Him (Mark 3:1–2). The situation is therefore 
about more than the man’s condition. The healing itself has 
become part of a larger dispute over how the Sabbath should be 
understood and what actions are permitted within it. The man is 
physically present, but the people watching Jesus appear to be 
focused on something else. His need has become evidence in an 
argument. 

Jesus calls the man forward, bringing into the center of the room 
the person who could easily have remained in the background. 
He then asks, “Is it lawful on the Sabbath to do good or to do 
harm, to save life or to kill?” (Mark 3:4). The question reframes 
the dispute. The issue is no longer merely whether healing 
qualifies as prohibited work. It becomes whether a rule intended 
to honor God can properly be interpreted in a way that prevents 
doing good when the opportunity is directly present. 
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The people watching Him remain silent, and Mark then records 
an emotional response from Jesus that deserves attention. He 
looks around at them “with anger, grieved at their hardness of 
heart” (Mark 3:5). The combination of anger and grief suggests 
that Jesus is responding not simply to disagreement, but to what 
their interpretation has done to the situation. A man is standing 
before them in need, yet the discussion has become so rigid that 
the person himself is almost secondary. 

Jesus tells the man to stretch out his hand, and it is restored. The 
healing is immediate, but the controversy is not. Mark says that 
the Pharisees then go out and begin discussing how they might 
destroy Jesus (Mark 3:6). The irony is difficult to miss. Jesus has 
just asked whether the Sabbath is a time to save life or destroy it, 
and the people resisting His healing response leave the 
synagogue discussing His destruction. 

Rules are often created to preserve something valuable. The 
Sabbath was not an arbitrary restriction. It was rooted in 
creation, covenant, worship, rest, and identity. Jesus does not 
treat it casually. Elsewhere, however, He states plainly, “The 
Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 
2:27). That statement does not diminish the importance of the 
Sabbath; it clarifies its purpose. A rule can serve a purpose 
without becoming the purpose itself. 

Leaders face this tension constantly. Policies are created to 
protect fairness, accountability, safety, quality, consistency, or 
stewardship. Most begin for good reasons. But over time, people 
can become so committed to enforcing the process that they stop 
asking whether the process is still producing the outcome it was 
designed to protect. The danger is not structure itself. The 
danger is when structure becomes self-justifying. 

That does not mean rules should be discarded whenever they 
become inconvenient. Jesus’ challenge is more careful than that. 
The issue is not convenience but alignment. The question is 
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whether the application of the rule remains faithful to the reason 
the rule exists. 

This distinction is especially important because organizations 
often reward consistency. People learn the procedure, follow the 
process, and avoid exceptions. Consistency can be valuable, but 
it can also become a substitute for judgment. When every 
circumstance is treated identically, leaders may feel fair while 
actually becoming less attentive to reality. Jesus does not appear 
to lead by rigid formula. He interprets the situation in light of the 
underlying purpose. 

The man with the withered hand was not asking Jesus to weaken 
respect for the Sabbath. His presence simply exposed what 
happened when an accepted interpretation became more 
important than restoration. That is why this story belongs in a 
study of leadership. It asks whether leaders are capable of 
distinguishing between protecting a principle and protecting a 
procedure, because those are not always the same thing. 

A healthy rule should help the mission remain faithful to its 
purpose. When the rule begins working against that purpose, 
leadership requires more than obedience to precedent. It 
requires discernment. 

Reflection 
What rule, policy, or tradition in your organization may still be 
functioning exactly as designed while no longer serving the 
purpose for which it was created? 
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CHAPTER 11  
 WHEN AN INSTITUTION DRIFTS 

Primary Scripture: 
 Mark 11:15–19 

Parallel accounts:  
Matthew 21:12–17; Luke 19:45–48 

Related passage: 
 John 2:13–22 

Jesus enters Jerusalem and goes into the Temple. To understand 
the force of what follows, it is important to remember what the 
Temple represented. It was not merely a building. It stood at the 
center of Israel’s religious life, carrying enormous spiritual, 
cultural, and national significance. Worship, sacrifice, 
pilgrimage, teaching, and identity all converged there, which 
means Jesus enters knowing exactly what the institution is 
supposed to represent. 

Mark tells us that Jesus begins driving out those who are buying 
and selling in the Temple courts. He overturns the tables of the 
money changers and the seats of those selling pigeons, and He 
prevents people from carrying merchandise through the Temple 
area (Mark 11:15–16). His actions are forceful, and that matters 
because Jesus is sometimes reduced in modern imagination to a 
leader defined only by gentleness. The Gospel record is more 
complete. He can be patient with weakness and direct with 
institutional distortion. 

Jesus then explains why. He quotes Isaiah and Jeremiah: “My 
house shall be called a house of prayer for all the nations,” but 
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“you have made it a den of robbers” (Mark 11:17; Isaiah 56:7; 
Jeremiah 7:11). The combination of those texts points to 
something deeper than commercial activity alone. Jesus is 
confronting what the Temple has become in practice compared 
with what it was intended to be. 

That distinction is central to institutional drift. Organizations 
rarely announce that they are abandoning their mission. More 
often, the drift is gradual. Activities continue, roles remain, 
meetings are held, budgets are managed, and traditions are 
preserved. From the outside, the institution may appear healthy 
because the machinery is still operating, yet the purpose can 
become obscured inside the activity. 

That appears to be what Jesus is confronting. The Temple is 
functioning. People are buying and selling, sacrificial systems 
are operating, crowds are present, and religious leadership is 
active. Yet Jesus still acts as though something fundamental has 
gone wrong. The lesson is that activity is not the same thing as 
alignment. An organization can be busy and still be drifting, 
efficient and still be misaligned, or outwardly intact while losing 
touch with its reason for existing. 

Jesus’ response also reminds us that institutional correction 
sometimes requires disruption. Leaders often prefer gradual 
change because disruption creates resistance, and in many 
situations patience is wise. This story, however, shows that Jesus 
did not treat every form of drift with incremental adjustment. 
Some distortions had become too serious to leave undisturbed. 

That creates a difficult question for leaders because 
confrontation carries risk. People invested in the existing system 
often experience correction as threat. Mark tells us that the chief 
priests and scribes hear what Jesus has done and begin looking 
for a way to destroy Him (Mark 11:18). Institutional resistance 
should not surprise us, because people do not merely become 
attached to ideas. They become attached to roles, systems, 
influence, routines, and arrangements that have become familiar. 
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Jesus does not appear to measure the legitimacy of the correction 
by how comfortable it makes the institution. He measures it 
against purpose. This is important because leaders can become 
so concerned with maintaining harmony that they permit 
misalignment to continue indefinitely. They may recognize that 
something is wrong but avoid addressing it because the cost of 
correction appears too high. 

At the same time, this passage should not be used to justify 
impulsive or self-righteous disruption. Jesus’ action is tied 
explicitly to the purpose of the Temple and rooted in Scripture. 
He is not overturning tables because He dislikes the people 
involved or prefers a different operating style. His response is 
connected to what the institution was meant to be. 

That provides an important safeguard. The leader must be able 
to articulate not simply what is wrong, but what purpose has 
been compromised. The most important question in institutional 
correction is therefore not, “Do I like the way this organization 
operates?” It is, “Has the organization moved away from the 
mission it claims to serve?” 

Jesus does not confront the Temple because institutions are 
inherently bad. He confronts it because institutions can forget 
what they are for. 

Reflection 
Where has activity, tradition, or institutional habit begun to 
substitute for mission in an organization you help lead? 
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CHAPTER 12  
 CONFRONTING HYPOCRISY 

Primary Scripture: 
 Matthew 23:1–36 
Related passages: 

 Matthew 6:1–18; Mark 7:1–13; Luke 11:37–52 

One of the most striking features of Jesus’ leadership is the 
difference between the way He responds to weakness and the 
way He responds to hypocrisy. He is often patient with people 
who are confused, frightened, socially rejected, morally 
compromised, or struggling to understand. He answers 
questions, restores failure, welcomes outsiders, and allows 
people time to grow. His tone becomes much sharper, however, 
when religious authority is used to create appearances of 
righteousness while placing burdens on others. 

Matthew 23 contains some of the strongest language Jesus uses 
anywhere in the Gospels. Speaking about the scribes and 
Pharisees, He warns His listeners about people who “preach, but 
do not practice” (Matthew 23:3). He says they tie up heavy 
burdens and place them on other people’s shoulders while being 
unwilling to move those burdens themselves (Matthew 23:4). 
The problem is not simply that leaders are imperfect. Every 
leader is. The problem is the gap between public expectation 
and private practice. 

Jesus continues by describing leaders who do their deeds “to be 
seen by others” and who seek places of honor, public 
recognition, and titles (Matthew 23:5–7). The criticism is 
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directed not only at what they teach but at the way authority has 
become connected to image, status, and self-importance. That is 
a serious leadership warning because hypocrisy is rarely limited 
to lying about personal behavior. It can become structural. 

A leader can create standards for others that they do not apply to 
themselves. An institution can publicly celebrate values it 
privately violates. A culture can reward appearances strongly 
enough that people learn to protect the image rather than 
confront the reality. Jesus appears especially resistant to that 
kind of distortion. 

His repeated phrase in Matthew 23 is “Woe to you.” He calls 
attention to leaders who focus on small matters while neglecting 
“the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and 
faithfulness” (Matthew 23:23). He uses the image of cleaning the 
outside of a cup while the inside remains corrupt (Matthew 
23:25–26), and later compares the appearance of righteousness to 
whitewashed tombs that look beautiful outwardly while 
concealing decay within (Matthew 23:27–28). 

The imagery is intentionally severe because the problem is not 
minor inconsistency. It is leadership built around appearance. 

That distinction matters because many organizations become 
very skilled at presenting themselves. They know what language 
to use, what values to publish, what stories to tell, and what 
symbols communicate credibility. None of those things are 
inherently wrong. The problem begins when communication 
about the mission becomes more important than living the 
mission. 

Jesus repeatedly turns attention inward by asking, in effect, what 
is actually true beneath the appearance. That question belongs at 
the center of leadership. A leader can create an image of humility 
while craving recognition. An organization can talk constantly 
about people while treating people as expendable. A church can 
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speak about service while concentrating authority. A business 
can publish values that employees know are routinely ignored. 

The greater the difference between the public story and the lived 
reality, the greater the risk of hypocrisy. 

Jesus also points to another characteristic of unhealthy 
leadership: burden without participation. The leaders He 
criticizes require much from others while remaining unwilling to 
carry the same weight themselves. This stands in direct contrast 
to the leadership pattern Jesus demonstrates elsewhere. He 
washes feet, serves others, accepts sacrifice, and carries 
responsibility Himself. The authority He exercises does not 
exempt Him from the cost of the mission. 

That contrast helps explain why hypocrisy provokes such a 
strong response. It does more than damage credibility. It distorts 
the meaning of leadership itself. A leader who demands sacrifice 
without sharing sacrifice teaches that authority is privilege, while 
Jesus consistently demonstrates that authority is responsibility. 

There is also an important caution here. Matthew 23 should not 
encourage leaders to become eager critics of everyone else’s 
inconsistency. That would miss the point. The chapter should 
first create self-examination. Where are our own stated values 
stronger than our lived practices? Where do we ask others to 
carry burdens we avoid? Where have we become more interested 
in being seen as aligned than in actually being aligned? 

Those questions are harder than identifying hypocrisy 
somewhere else. 

Jesus’ confrontation of religious leaders is severe precisely 
because leadership shapes more than the leader. People take 
their cues from those in authority, and when leaders distort the 
mission, the distortion spreads. Confronting hypocrisy is 
therefore not merely about exposing individual failure. It is about 
protecting the people and the purpose entrusted to leadership. 
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The Gospel pattern is more nuanced than simply saying Jesus 
was compassionate. He was compassionate toward weakness, 
but He could be fiercely direct when authority was used to hide 
misalignment, protect status, or burden others. That distinction 
matters because compassion does not require pretending that 
every form of behavior deserves the same response. There are 
moments when leadership requires restoration, moments when it 
requires patience, and moments when it requires naming the gap 
between what we claim and what we actually do. 

Reflection 
Where is there a gap between what you or your organization say 
you value and what your actual behavior demonstrates? 
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Section Review 
Part IV adds an important dimension to the pattern developing 
through the book. In the earlier chapters, Jesus protects the 
mission from temptation, demand, distraction, and scarcity. 
Here, the threat is different. The danger comes from systems 
and traditions that were originally connected to good purposes 
but have become capable of obscuring those purposes. 

Jesus does not reject structure, authority, tradition, or rules 
simply because they can be misused. He repeatedly calls them 
back to alignment. The Sabbath must still serve the good for 
which it was given, the Temple must remain connected to prayer 
and worship, and religious leadership must reflect the truth it 
teaches. The leadership lesson is not that institutions are the 
enemy of mission. It is that institutions must be continually 
examined in light of mission, because even good systems can 
drift when people begin protecting the form more carefully than 
the purpose. 
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PART V  

 FORMING THE FOLLOWERS 

Leadership is tested not only by opposition from the outside, but 
also by misunderstanding from the inside. In many ways, the 
more difficult work is not confronting critics or correcting 
institutions, but shaping the people closest to the mission when 
they still carry assumptions that work against the very purpose 
they have been called to serve. A leader may understand the 
mission clearly and still find that the people entrusted with 
carrying it forward are interpreting it through old habits, 
ambitions, fears, and expectations. 

The Gospels are unusually candid about this. The disciples 
followed Jesus, listened to His teaching, witnessed His miracles, 
and were entrusted with meaningful responsibility, yet they still 
misunderstood Him repeatedly. They argued about status, 
competed for position, resisted the idea of suffering, misread 
power, failed under pressure, and sometimes responded to 
people in ways that Jesus had to correct directly. The 
significance of these stories is not that the disciples were 
unusually inadequate, but that Jesus chose to build His mission 
through people who were still being formed. 
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That reality gives this part of the book particular importance. A 
leader can have a clear mission and still be surrounded by people 
who do not yet fully understand it. Teaching can be accurate and 
still be interpreted through old assumptions. Responsibility can 
be delegated before maturity is complete. The leadership 
challenge is therefore not simply to select capable people, but to 
continue developing them as their weaknesses become visible 
and as the pressure of the mission reveals what still needs to 
change. 

Jesus does not respond to the disciples’ failures by constantly 
replacing them. He teaches again, corrects again, demonstrates 
again, and, when necessary, restores them after they have failed 
dramatically. His leadership suggests that development is not an 
event completed at recruitment. It is an ongoing process in 
which the leader repeatedly helps people see the mission 
differently, understand authority differently, and eventually 
understand themselves differently. 

The stories in this section show three stages of that formation. 
Jesus first confronts ambition and redefines greatness. He then 
demonstrates the meaning of authority by performing the work 
of a servant. Finally, He sends the disciples out with real 
responsibility, requiring them to move from observing the 
mission to participating in it. Together, these moments reveal 
that leadership is not only about accomplishing work through 
people. It is also about helping people become capable of 
carrying the mission in the right spirit. 
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CHAPTER 13  
 CORRECTING AMBITION WITHOUT 

CRUSHING THE PERSON 

Primary Scripture:  
Mark 10:32–45 

Parallel account:  
Matthew 20:17–28 
Related passages: 

 Mark 9:33–37; Luke 22:24–27 

The request from James and John becomes more revealing when 
we notice what happens immediately before it. Mark tells us that 
Jesus and His disciples are on the road going up to Jerusalem. 
Jesus is walking ahead of them, and the disciples are amazed 
while others following are afraid (Mark 10:32). He then takes the 
twelve aside and tells them in unusually specific terms what is 
about to happen. The Son of Man will be delivered to the chief 
priests and scribes, condemned to death, handed over to the 
Gentiles, mocked, spit upon, flogged, killed, and after three days 
rise again (Mark 10:33–34). 

This is not the first time Jesus has spoken about His coming 
suffering. He has been preparing the disciples for it, yet they still 
struggle to understand what kind of Messiah He is and what 
kind of kingdom He is establishing. That makes the 
conversation that follows even more striking. James and John 
come to Jesus and say, “Teacher, we want you to do for us 
whatever we ask of you” (Mark 10:35). Jesus does not 
immediately agree. Instead, He asks what they want, and their 
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answer is direct: “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one 
at your left, in your glory” (Mark 10:37). 

The contrast with the preceding verses is difficult to miss. Jesus 
has just described humiliation, suffering, and death, while James 
and John respond by asking about position. It would be easy to 
ridicule them, but that would miss how human the request is. 
They believe Jesus is going somewhere significant. They have 
sacrificed to follow Him, witnessed extraordinary events, and 
increasingly understand that His mission has enormous 
importance. Their mistake is not that they want to matter. Their 
mistake is that they still interpret significance through familiar 
categories of status and proximity to power. 

Jesus responds, “You do not know what you are asking” (Mark 
10:38). The sentence is both corrective and revealing because 
ambition often reaches for an outcome without understanding 
what the outcome requires. James and John can imagine the 
seats, but they have not yet understood the cup. Jesus asks 
whether they are able to drink the cup He drinks or be baptized 
with the baptism with which He is baptized. The imagery points 
toward suffering and the path Jesus is about to walk. The 
disciples answer quickly, “We are able” (Mark 10:39), revealing a 
confidence that exceeds their understanding. 

That pattern appears repeatedly among the disciples. They are 
often sincere before they are ready. Peter will insist that he is 
prepared to die with Jesus and later deny knowing Him. James 
and John are prepared to declare themselves capable of sharing 
Jesus’ path while still misunderstanding what that path involves. 
Jesus does not use their immaturity to dismiss them. Instead, He 
tells them that they will indeed share in suffering, but that the 
positions they seek are not His to distribute according to their 
ambition. Their desire for importance is not simply rejected; it is 
redirected toward a different understanding of what importance 
means. 
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When the other ten disciples hear about the request, they 
become indignant with James and John (Mark 10:41). The 
reaction might initially sound like principled objection, but the 
larger Gospel pattern suggests that the problem extends beyond 
two ambitious brothers. In Mark 9:33–34, the disciples had 
already argued among themselves about who was the greatest. 
Luke 22:24 records another dispute over which of them should be 
regarded as greatest, even in the setting of the Last Supper. The 
ambition revealed in James and John appears to be part of a 
wider struggle within the group. 

Jesus therefore calls all of them together and explains that rulers 
among the Gentiles “lord it over” those beneath them and that 
their great ones exercise authority over others (Mark 10:42). He is 
describing a model of leadership the disciples would have 
recognized immediately. Power moves downward, rank 
establishes privilege, and the person at the top receives deference 
from those beneath. Jesus then says, “But it shall not be so 
among you” (Mark 10:43), making clear that He is not simply 
asking His followers to exercise the same kind of authority more 
politely. He is redefining greatness itself. 

“Whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and 
whoever would be first among you must be slave of all” (Mark 
10:43–44). The statement reaches its full meaning in the next 
verse: “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). 
Jesus does not merely teach servant leadership as an 
organizational principle. He places Himself inside the definition. 
The reason the disciples must understand leadership differently 
is that the leader they are following embodies a different kind of 
authority. 

That distinction deserves more attention than the phrase 
“servant leadership” sometimes receives. Service can easily 
become another leadership technique, something a leader 
performs to create loyalty or demonstrate humility. Jesus is 
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describing something deeper. His service is connected to 
sacrifice. He is moving toward Jerusalem knowing that His 
mission will require Him to give Himself for others, which 
makes the disciples’ request especially revealing. They are 
asking who will sit closest to Jesus in glory while Jesus is 
explaining that His path to glory passes through suffering. 

This is one of the central tensions of leadership formation. 
People often bring their existing definitions of success into a 
new mission. They may understand the words being used while 
still assigning old meanings to them. The disciples can speak 
about the kingdom while imagining the familiar structure of 
power. Jesus must therefore do more than give them new 
responsibilities. He must give them a new definition of 
greatness. 

For modern leaders, the story raises questions that go beyond 
obvious ambition. Status can appear in subtle forms. Leaders 
may seek visibility, proximity to influential people, control over 
decisions, recognition for results, or titles that validate 
importance. None of those things automatically reveal bad 
motives, but they can become substitutes for service. The deeper 
question is what a person believes leadership is for. 

Jesus does not crush ambition. James and John will eventually 
carry enormous responsibility in the early Christian movement. 
What He does is reshape ambition around service, sacrifice, and 
mission. The desire to matter is not eliminated; it is purified. 
That may be one of the most important responsibilities of 
leadership development. Capable people often have strong 
desires to contribute, achieve, influence, and lead. The answer is 
not necessarily to make them less ambitious. The challenge is to 
help them understand what ambition becomes when it is aligned 
with mission rather than self-importance. 
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Reflection 
Where might your desire to lead, contribute, or achieve still be 
shaped more by recognition or position than by service to the 
mission? 
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CHAPTER 14  
 LEADING BY EXAMPLE WHEN WORDS 

ARE NOT ENOUGH 

Primary Scripture:  
John 13:1–17 

Related passages: 
 Luke 22:24–27; Mark 10:42–45; Philippians 

2:5–11 

John introduces the foot washing with unusual care. He tells us 
that Jesus knows His hour has come to depart from this world 
and return to the Father. He knows that the Father has given all 
things into His hands, that He has come from God, and that He 
is returning to God (John 13:1–3). That description of Jesus’ 
awareness is essential to understanding what follows because 
John does not portray Jesus washing the disciples’ feet because 
He is uncertain of His authority or trying to diminish Himself. 
The opposite is true. Jesus knows who He is. 

Then He gets up from the table, lays aside His outer garments, 
takes a towel, ties it around His waist, pours water into a basin, 
and begins washing the disciples’ feet (John 13:4–5). John slows 
the story down enough for the reader to see each movement. The 
action would have been difficult for the disciples to 
misunderstand socially. Foot washing was a practical act of 
hospitality in a world of dusty roads and sandals, but it was 
associated with lowly service. The person performing the task 
occupied the lower position in the encounter. 
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That is why Peter’s response is so revealing. “Lord, do you wash 
my feet?” he asks (John 13:6). Peter recognizes the contradiction 
between the role he associates with Jesus and the task Jesus has 
chosen to perform. When Jesus tells him that he does not 
understand now but will understand later, Peter resists more 
strongly: “You shall never wash my feet” (John 13:8). Peter is 
trying, in his own way, to preserve the hierarchy as he 
understands it, but Jesus refuses to let him. 

“If I do not wash you, you have no share with me” (John 13:8). 
Peter, characteristically, swings immediately from refusal to 
excess and asks for his hands and head as well. The exchange 
reveals something familiar about him. He is deeply committed, 
emotionally responsive, and still learning what Jesus means. 

The washing itself carries theological significance related to 
cleansing and participation in Christ, but Jesus also makes clear 
that He intends it as a leadership lesson. After returning to the 
table, He asks, “Do you understand what I have done to you?” 
(John 13:12). He then says, “You call me Teacher and Lord, and 
you are right, for so I am” (John 13:13). That sentence protects 
the entire story from misunderstanding because Jesus does not 
deny His authority in order to serve. He affirms His authority 
and then explains that His authority makes the service even 
more significant. 

“If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you 
also ought to wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14). The model of 
leadership is therefore not built on the elimination of authority, 
but on the transformation of how authority is understood and 
exercised. Jesus does not become less of a leader when He takes 
the towel. The towel reveals something about the kind of leader 
He is. 

This matters because authority and service are often separated in 
organizational life. Leaders may believe that their responsibilities 
justify distance from ordinary tasks, while those around them 
absorb the less desirable work. Sometimes that division is 
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practical and necessary because a leader cannot personally do 
everything. The danger begins when role becomes status and 
status becomes exemption. Jesus’ example challenges that 
assumption by showing that no form of necessary service is 
beneath the dignity of the leader simply because of position. 

There is another important layer to the story. John has already 
told us that Judas’ betrayal is in motion (John 13:2). Jesus is 
washing the feet of men who will soon fail Him in different ways. 
Peter will deny Him, most of the disciples will scatter, and Judas 
will betray Him. Yet Jesus still performs the act. This does not 
mean Jesus is naïve about betrayal; John’s Gospel goes out of its 
way to show that He knows exactly what is happening. The 
significance lies in the fact that Jesus’ leadership posture is not 
dependent upon being surrounded by perfectly loyal followers. 

That is a difficult leadership standard because it is relatively easy 
to serve people who appreciate the service. It is harder to 
maintain character when we know someone may disappoint us, 
misunderstand us, or act against us. Jesus does not allow the 
future failure of the disciples to redefine who He is in the present 
moment. 

The timing also makes the story more important. Jesus is 
approaching the end of His earthly ministry, and the disciples 
will soon have to lead without His physical presence. If there is 
one lesson they must carry forward, it is not simply a statement 
about leadership. Jesus wants them to remember what leadership 
looked like. There are moments when explanation reaches its 
limit and example becomes the clearest form of instruction. 

That is true in every form of leadership. Values become credible 
when people see them embodied. Leaders can speak endlessly 
about humility, teamwork, accountability, sacrifice, or service, 
but the culture around them will eventually be shaped more by 
observed behavior than by declared intention. People notice who 
gets credit, who accepts responsibility when something goes 
wrong, how the leader treats people who have little influence, 
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and whether sacrifice is shared or transferred downward. In that 
sense, the example becomes part of the teaching. 

Jesus makes that explicit in John 13:15: “For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do just as I have done to you.” 
The emphasis is not simply on the specific act of foot washing, 
but on a pattern of leadership the disciples are expected to 
reproduce. This connects directly with what Jesus had already 
taught about greatness in Mark 10. There He explained that the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve. Here He gives 
the disciples a physical memory of what those words mean. 

Leadership formation often requires both instruction and 
example, especially when the principle challenges deeply rooted 
assumptions. The disciples had grown up in a world where social 
hierarchy was obvious and visible. A lesson about servant 
leadership might have remained abstract. Jesus therefore places 
Himself at their feet and turns the principle into an image they 
would be unlikely to forget. 

Reflection 
What principle do you regularly ask others to follow that would 
become more credible if they saw you model it personally? 
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CHAPTER 15  
 ENTRUSTING THE MISSION TO 

OTHERS 

Primary Scripture: Mark 6:7–13 
Parallel account: 

 Luke 9:1–6 
Related passages:  

Matthew 4:18–22; Mark 1:16–20;  
Matthew 10:1–15; Mark 6:30; Luke 10:1–20 

By the time Jesus sends the twelve out in pairs, they have already 
spent significant time watching Him teach, heal, confront 
opposition, respond to crowds, and move among people whose 
needs varied widely. Their formation has taken place largely in 
proximity to Him, where they could observe what He did and 
hear what He taught. Mark 6 changes that pattern because Jesus 
begins to place responsibility directly into their hands. He is no 
longer only showing them what the mission looks like; He is 
requiring them to participate in carrying it. 

That movement had been present from the beginning of their 
calling. When Jesus first called Simon and Andrew, He said, 
“Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (Matthew 4:19). 
The wording suggests more than recruitment. Following would 
involve becoming. Jesus was not simply gathering people who 
already possessed everything the mission would require; He was 
calling people He intended to form. 

That distinction is important because leadership development 
can easily be reduced to selecting capable people. Organizations 
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often search for individuals who already possess the experience, 
judgment, confidence, and skill needed for the work. Jesus 
certainly recognized ability, but the Gospel accounts show Him 
doing something more developmental. He called people who 
would need to change as they followed Him, and He made their 
formation part of the mission itself. 

The phrase “I will make you” places responsibility for 
development partly on the leader. The disciples are required to 
follow, but Jesus is also committing Himself to the process of 
shaping them. Their future usefulness will not depend only on 
what they bring at the beginning. It will also depend on what 
they become through proximity, instruction, correction, 
example, experience, failure, and continued responsibility. 

That helps us understand the significance of Mark 6. Jesus is not 
suddenly delegating work to people who happen to be available. 
He is advancing a process He began when He first called them. 
They have followed, watched, listened, misunderstood, learned, 
and been corrected. Now the formation moves from observation 
toward responsibility. 

Mark tells us that Jesus “called the twelve and began to send 
them out two by two, and gave them authority over the unclean 
spirits” (Mark 6:7). The order is significant. Jesus calls them, 
sends them, and entrusts them with authority. The movement is 
from association to responsibility, and that progression is central 
to leadership development. A person can remain close to a 
capable leader for years and still never become capable of 
carrying the work independently if observation is never followed 
by meaningful responsibility. 

Jesus sends them two by two rather than alone. Mark does not 
explain every reason for this arrangement, so we should be 
careful not to supply motives the text does not give. What is clear 
is that the mission is not organized around isolated individuals 
functioning without support. The disciples are sent into 
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situations where they will have to act without Jesus physically 
beside them, but they are not sent as solitary agents. 

Jesus also gives them instructions that limit what they are to take 
with them. Mark says they are to carry no bread, no bag, and no 
money in their belts, though they may take a staff and wear 
sandals (Mark 6:8–9). The parallel accounts differ in some of the 
travel details, so the passage should not be reduced to a universal 
rule about equipment. The larger pattern is dependence. They 
are being sent without the level of personal security that might 
make them entirely self-sufficient. 

That dependence is part of the formation. Leaders often want 
people to be fully prepared before giving them responsibility, 
and preparation does matter. Yet there is a point at which 
continued preparation can become a substitute for experience. 
Some lessons cannot be learned by watching someone else 
handle the situation; they become real only when the person 
must act, decide, respond, and live with the outcome. 

Jesus also prepares the disciples for the possibility that they will 
not always be welcomed. He tells them that when they enter a 
house, they should remain there until they leave that place, but if 
a place will not receive them or listen to them, they are to leave 
and shake the dust from their feet as a testimony against it 
(Mark 6:10–11). The mission therefore includes both reception 
and rejection, and Jesus does not send them out under the 
illusion that faithfulness will always produce an encouraging 
response. 

That matters because responsibility exposes character as well as 
competence. People who have operated only under the 
protection of a strong leader may not yet know how they will 
respond when their own work is ignored, resisted, or rejected. 
The experience of carrying the mission reveals whether they can 
remain faithful when affirmation is absent. Jesus allows the 
disciples to encounter that reality rather than protecting them 
from it. 
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Mark then records that the disciples go out and preach that 
people should repent. They cast out many demons and anoint 
many sick people with oil and heal them (Mark 6:12–13). The 
people who had been watching Jesus exercise authority are now 
participating in the mission themselves. What Jesus promised at 
the beginning—“I will make you fishers of men”—is no longer 
only future language. The formation is becoming visible in what 
they are now able to carry. 

That transition is more important than it may first appear. A 
mission can remain centered on a gifted leader for a long time 
and still be fragile. If every important decision, action, or result 
depends on one person, the organization may look strong while 
remaining deeply dependent. Jesus begins breaking that 
dependence by entrusting real responsibility to people who are 
still developing. 

He does not wait until the disciples are flawless. Later chapters 
make clear that they are still capable of misunderstanding, 
ambition, fear, and failure. Their imperfections do not disappear 
before responsibility begins. Instead, responsibility itself 
becomes one of the ways those imperfections are exposed and 
addressed. 

This creates one of the central tensions of leadership 
development. Delegating too early can expose a mission to 
unnecessary risk, while delegating too late can prevent others 
from ever becoming capable. Jesus appears to avoid both 
extremes. He teaches, demonstrates, sends, receives the 
disciples back, and then continues their formation from what 
they have experienced. 

Mark 6:30 later records that the apostles return to Jesus and 
report what they had done and taught. Their time in the field 
does not end the developmental process; it becomes part of it. 
Experience generates new material for reflection, correction, 
encouragement, and growth. Delegation in this sense is not 
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merely a way to distribute work. It is one of the ways Jesus 
develops people. 

That distinction matters because assigning a task and forming a 
person are not the same thing. A task-focused leader asks 
whether the work was completed. A developmental leader also 
considers what the person learned, what judgment was 
strengthened, what weakness was exposed, and what greater 
responsibility might now be possible. Jesus is preparing people 
who will eventually carry the mission without His physical 
presence, so they must learn more than how to follow 
instructions while He is near. 

The willingness to delegate also requires something from the 
leader. It means accepting that another person may not do the 
work exactly as the leader would. It requires tolerating 
uncertainty and resisting the instinct to retain every important 
responsibility simply because personal control feels safer. A 
leader who cannot release responsibility may eventually become 
the primary limitation of the mission. 

Seen from the beginning of the disciples’ calling, the pattern 
becomes especially clear. Jesus first says, “Follow me, and I will 
make you.” He then allows them to watch, teaches them how to 
understand greatness, models service before them, corrects their 
assumptions, and finally places responsibility in their hands. 
Formation is not separate from mission. It is how the mission 
becomes capable of continuing through other people. 

That gives Part V a natural progression. James and John must 
first learn that leadership is not about status. The disciples then 
see authority embodied through service in the washing of feet. 
Now they are required to carry responsibility themselves. Jesus 
corrects their assumptions, models the standard, and then 
entrusts them with the mission, moving them from followers who 
watch to followers who participate. 



The Jesus Leader 
 

90 

The promise to “make” them therefore reaches beyond skill. 
Jesus is shaping the kind of people who can carry the mission in 
the right spirit. That is the deeper work of leadership 
development. The goal is not merely to produce people who can 
perform tasks without supervision, but people whose judgment, 
character, and understanding have been formed deeply enough 
that the mission can continue through them. 

Reflection 
Who are you developing not merely to help with the work, but to 
become capable of carrying the mission forward? 
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Section Review 
Part V shows Jesus forming the people who will eventually carry 
the mission beyond His physical presence. James and John must 
learn that leadership is not a path to position but a call to service. 
The disciples then see that principle embodied when Jesus takes 
the place of a servant and washes their feet. Finally, they are sent 
out with real responsibility, moving from observers of the 
mission to participants in it. 

Together, these stories reveal that development is more than 
instruction. Jesus corrects mistaken assumptions, models the 
behavior He expects, and then creates opportunities for the 
disciples to act without depending on His constant presence. He 
does not wait for perfect maturity before entrusting 
responsibility, but neither does He treat delegation as the end of 
formation. Responsibility becomes one of the ways formation 
continues. 

That pattern places an important demand on leadership. It 
requires enough patience to keep developing people who are still 
unfinished, enough clarity to correct what must change, and 
enough trust to release meaningful responsibility before 
complete certainty is possible. Jesus does not merely gather 
followers around Himself. He prepares them to carry the mission 
forward. 
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PART VI — CROSSING 

BOUNDARIES 

The people Jesus encountered did not all occupy the same place 
within the religious and social world around Him. Some were 
respected, some distrusted, some morally compromised, and 
some belonged to groups separated by long-standing cultural or 
religious divisions. Those distinctions mattered in the world 
Jesus entered, yet the Gospel accounts repeatedly show Him 
refusing to let an existing category become a substitute for 
seeing the person standing before Him. 

This does not mean Jesus treated differences as though they 
were meaningless. He recognized sin, challenged assumptions, 
spoke directly about truth, and sometimes required significant 
change. What is striking is that He could acknowledge those 
realities without first requiring people to become socially 
acceptable before He engaged them. His willingness to cross a 
boundary did not require Him to surrender conviction, and His 
commitment to truth did not require Him to maintain the 
distance others expected. 

The stories in this section examine three different kinds of 
boundaries. In Samaria, Jesus engages a woman across ethnic, 
religious, social, and personal divisions. In Jericho, He publicly 
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moves toward a tax collector whose wealth had not protected 
him from social rejection. In the story of the Good Samaritan, He 
challenges a questioner to reconsider whether the familiar 
categories used to determine responsibility have obscured the 
deeper command to love. Together, these encounters reveal that 
leadership requires more than deciding who belongs inside the 
existing circle. It also requires the discernment to recognize 
when the circle itself needs to be examined. 
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CHAPTER 16  
 SEEING THE PERSON BEYOND THE 

CATEGORY 

Primary Scripture: John 4:1–42 
Related passages:  

2 Kings 17:24–41; Luke 9:51–56; John 8:48 

Jesus' encounter with the Samaritan woman begins with 
geography, but the geography carries history. John says that 
Jesus leaves Judea for Galilee and travels through Samaria, 
arriving at a town called Sychar near the field Jacob had given to 
Joseph. Tired from the journey, Jesus sits beside Jacob's well 
around midday while His disciples go into town to buy food 
(John 4:3–8). The setting appears ordinary until a Samaritan 
woman arrives to draw water and Jesus asks her for a drink. 

Her response immediately reveals the boundary between them. 
“How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of 
Samaria?” she asks (John 4:9). John then explains for readers 
who might not understand the significance that Jews and 
Samaritans did not ordinarily associate with one another. The 
disagreement had deep historical and religious roots involving 
ancestry, worship, sacred geography, and competing claims 
about where faithful worship belonged. 

The encounter crosses more than one boundary. Jesus is a 
Jewish man speaking publicly with a Samaritan woman, and the 
conversation soon reveals a complicated personal history as well. 
Yet Jesus does not begin by making any of those categories the 
whole definition of the person before Him. He begins with a 
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request simple enough to create conversation: “Give me a 
drink.” 

The exchange develops quickly beyond water. Jesus tells her that 
if she understood who was speaking to her, she would have 
asked Him for “living water” (John 4:10). The woman initially 
understands the words literally and points out that Jesus has 
nothing with which to draw water from the deep well. Jesus 
continues, explaining that ordinary water leaves a person thirsty 
again, while the water He gives becomes “a spring of water 
welling up to eternal life” (John 4:13–14). 

The conversation demonstrates a pattern we have seen elsewhere 
in Jesus' leadership. He does not appear troubled by 
misunderstanding at the beginning of an encounter. He allows 
the conversation to develop, moving from the familiar toward 
something deeper. The woman's questions are taken seriously 
enough that the exchange becomes one of the longest individual 
conversations with Jesus recorded in the Gospels. 

The discussion becomes more personal when Jesus tells her to 
call her husband. She answers simply, “I have no husband,” and 
Jesus acknowledges that the statement is true before revealing 
that she has had five husbands and that the man she is presently 
with is not her husband (John 4:16–18). The passage does not 
give us enough information to reconstruct the circumstances 
behind each relationship, so we should resist supplying a 
complete moral or social biography the text does not provide. 
What is clear is that Jesus knows more about her life than she 
expected and does not use that knowledge as a reason to end the 
conversation. 

That combination is important. Jesus' willingness to cross a 
social boundary does not require Him to avoid difficult truth, 
while His knowledge of difficult truth does not cause Him to 
withdraw dignity from the woman. He neither reduces her to her 
history nor pretends her history does not exist. The conversation 
continues. 
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The woman then raises one of the central religious 
disagreements between Jews and Samaritans: whether worship 
properly belongs on the mountain associated with Samaritan 
worship or in Jerusalem. Jesus does not answer by saying the 
difference is irrelevant. He tells her that salvation is from the 
Jews, while also pointing toward a time when true worship will 
not finally be defined by either mountain or Jerusalem but by 
worship “in spirit and truth” (John 4:21–24). 

This is a significant feature of the encounter because boundary 
crossing is sometimes confused with refusing to make 
distinctions. Jesus does not do that. He can move toward a 
person across a cultural divide while still speaking clearly about 
theological differences. Relationship does not require pretending 
that every claim is equally true. 

The conversation eventually reaches the subject of the Messiah. 
The woman says that when the Messiah comes, He will explain 
everything. Jesus responds, “I who speak to you am he” (John 
4:26). The disclosure is striking because the person receiving it is 
not one of the religious authorities in Jerusalem or even one of 
the twelve. It occurs beside a well in Samaria in conversation 
with someone who began the encounter surprised that Jesus 
would speak to her at all. 

When the disciples return, John says they are surprised that Jesus 
is speaking with a woman, though none of them asks Him 
directly why (John 4:27). The woman's response is different. She 
leaves her water jar, returns to the town, and tells people, “Come, 
see a man who told me all that I ever did. Can this be the 
Christ?” (John 4:29). The person who had been the recipient of 
the conversation now becomes the person inviting others into it. 

Her testimony brings many Samaritans to Jesus, and they ask 
Him to remain with them. John says He stays two days, and 
many more believe because of His word (John 4:39–41). What 
began with a request for water becomes an encounter through 
which an entire community is drawn into the story. 
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For leaders, the significance lies partly in recognizing how 
categories can determine interaction before a person ever speaks. 
We make assumptions based on background, reputation, social 
group, education, theology, politics, economic position, past 
behavior, or a dozen other markers that help us decide what kind 
of person we believe we are encountering. Categories can 
contain useful information, but they become dangerous when 
they persuade us that we already understand the individual. 

Jesus demonstrates another approach. He is not naïve about the 
differences between Jews and Samaritans, and He does not 
overlook the realities of the woman's life. Yet neither issue 
prevents genuine conversation. He is able to see the category 
without allowing the category to replace the person. 

That is an important leadership discipline because organizations 
inevitably develop their own insiders and outsiders. Some people 
know the vocabulary, understand the culture, have longstanding 
relationships, or hold trusted positions. Others arrive carrying 
histories or perspectives that make them easier to keep at a 
distance. The leader must determine whether those boundaries 
genuinely protect the mission or merely protect familiarity. 

Jesus' conversation at the well suggests that some of the most 
consequential encounters begin when a leader is willing to speak 
across a boundary others have learned not to cross. The result is 
not the abandonment of truth. It is the possibility that truth can 
be heard in a place where distance previously prevented the 
conversation from occurring. 

Reflection 
Who have you understood primarily through a category or 
history rather than taking the time to encounter the person 
themselves? 
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CHAPTER 17  
 MOVING TOWARD THE PERSON 

OTHERS REJECT 

Primary Scripture: Luke 19:1–10 
Related passages: 

 Luke 5:27–32; Luke 18:9–14 

When Jesus enters Jericho, Luke tells us that a man named 
Zacchaeus is trying to see Him. Zacchaeus is not introduced 
merely as a tax collector but as a chief tax collector who is rich 
(Luke 19:2). Both details matter because tax collection under 
Roman rule carried deep social and moral suspicion. Tax 
collectors worked within an imperial system and could profit 
from the process, which made them symbols of collaboration 
and exploitation in the eyes of many around them. 

Zacchaeus therefore possesses an interesting combination of 
status and rejection. He has wealth and apparently some 
authority within the tax system, yet those advantages do not 
mean he is socially respected. Luke tells us that he is unable to 
see Jesus because of the crowd and his short stature, so he runs 
ahead and climbs a sycamore tree in order to see Him pass 
(Luke 19:3–4). The image is striking for someone whose position 
might otherwise suggest dignity or influence. 

When Jesus reaches the place, He looks up and calls Zacchaeus 
by name. “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for I must stay at 
your house today” (Luke 19:5). The initiative comes from Jesus. 
Zacchaeus is trying to see Him, but Jesus transforms observation 
into relationship by choosing to enter his home. 
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The reaction from the crowd is immediate. Luke says that when 
the people see what is happening, “they all grumbled,” saying 
that Jesus has gone to be the guest of a sinner (Luke 19:7). Their 
objection is not difficult to understand within the social context. 
Zacchaeus' profession and wealth would have carried 
associations that made fellowship with him appear morally 
compromising. Jesus' decision therefore creates reputational risk 
precisely because the crowd believes the boundary around 
Zacchaeus should remain intact. 

Jesus does not respond by arguing that Zacchaeus' conduct is 
irrelevant. Instead, something happens within the encounter that 
produces a very concrete response from Zacchaeus. He stands 
and says that he will give half of his goods to the poor and, if he 
has defrauded anyone, restore fourfold (Luke 19:8). The 
statement moves beyond sentiment into restitution. 

Luke does not give us a detailed chronology of the conversation 
inside the house, so we should not invent dialogue that is not 
recorded. What the text allows us to see is that Jesus' willingness 
to move toward Zacchaeus does not result in moral indifference. 
The encounter produces a response directly connected to money, 
justice, and the consequences of past behavior. 

Jesus then declares, “Today salvation has come to this house, 
since he also is a son of Abraham” (Luke 19:9). The phrase 
places Zacchaeus back within a belonging the crowd had 
effectively denied him. The man regarded publicly as a sinner 
and collaborator is identified by Jesus as a son of Abraham. 

That restoration of belonging does not depend upon pretending 
that nothing needed to change. Zacchaeus' response suggests 
the opposite. He is moving toward generosity and restitution 
precisely as Jesus is affirming that his story is not exhausted by 
the identity the crowd has assigned him. 

The episode reveals an important distinction between 
acceptance and endorsement. Leaders can become hesitant to 
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engage people whose behavior, reputation, or history is 
controversial because proximity may be interpreted as approval. 
There are circumstances where boundaries are necessary, 
particularly when another person's conduct places people at risk. 
Yet fear of how association will be perceived can also become a 
reason never to move toward someone who may be capable of 
change. 

Jesus accepts the reputational cost of the encounter. The crowd 
grumbles, but He enters the house anyway. His decision 
suggests that protecting one's own image cannot always be the 
highest priority when restoration is possible. 

There is also a warning here about how groups decide who is 
beyond recovery. The crowd already has a settled explanation of 
Zacchaeus: he is a sinner. Once that label becomes sufficient, 
curiosity disappears. No one needs to ask what he might become 
because everyone believes they already know what he is. 

Jesus refuses that finality. He sees the truth about Zacchaeus' 
position without treating the position as destiny. The encounter 
allows responsibility and possibility to exist together. 

That balance matters in leadership because rehabilitation 
becomes impossible when accountability is confused with 
permanent exclusion. People must sometimes face 
consequences, repay what they owe, rebuild trust, or accept that 
certain responsibilities are no longer appropriate. None of those 
realities requires the conclusion that the person has no future 
beyond the failure. 

Zacchaeus' response also shows that genuine restoration can 
become measurable. He does not simply express regret. He 
describes specific actions involving generosity and restitution. A 
leader concerned with restoration should therefore be willing to 
look for evidence of change rather than relying only on either 
past reputation or present words. 
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Jesus closes the encounter by explaining His purpose: “For the 
Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). That 
statement places His decision to enter Zacchaeus' house within 
the larger mission. What the crowd experiences as inappropriate 
association, Jesus understands as consistent with why He came. 

The story therefore returns us to one of the central themes of this 
book. A leader can be pressured by the expectations of the 
surrounding group just as surely as by the behavior of the 
outsider. Sometimes alignment requires refusing to let the crowd 
decide whom the mission is allowed to reach. 

Reflection 
Is there someone whose reputation has become so fixed in your 
mind that you have stopped considering what genuine change or 
restoration might look like? 
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CHAPTER 18  
 REDEFINING THE NEIGHBOR 

Primary Scripture: Luke 10:25–37 
Related passages:  

Leviticus 19:18, 33–34; Matthew 5:43–48 

The story commonly called the Good Samaritan begins with a 
question about eternal life. Luke tells us that a lawyer stands up 
to test Jesus and asks, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal 
life?” (Luke 10:25). Jesus responds with questions of His own, 
asking what is written in the Law and how the man reads it. 

The lawyer answers by joining two commands: love God with all 
one's heart, soul, strength, and mind, and love one's neighbor as 
oneself (Luke 10:27). Jesus tells him that he has answered 
correctly and instructs him to do this and live. Up to this point, 
the exchange contains substantial agreement. 

Then Luke adds an important detail. The lawyer, “desiring to 
justify himself,” asks, “And who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:29). 
The question seeks a definition, but the wording also creates the 
possibility of a boundary. If the category of neighbor can be 
defined precisely enough, then responsibility can also be limited 
to those who fall inside it. 

Jesus answers with a story rather than a definition. A man 
traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho is attacked by robbers, 
stripped, beaten, and left half dead beside the road. A priest 
comes along, sees the injured man, and passes by on the other 
side. A Levite does the same (Luke 10:30–32). 
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Jesus does not tell us why either man passes by. Many 
explanations have been offered involving ritual purity, danger, 
uncertainty, or concern about the situation, but the text itself 
does not identify their motives. That restraint matters because 
the point of the story does not depend upon knowing what they 
were thinking. What Jesus tells us is that both saw the man and 
continued past him. 

Then a Samaritan arrives. 

For the original audience, that identification changes the 
emotional direction of the story. The relationship between Jews 
and Samaritans carried the same historic tensions visible in John 
4, and the Samaritan would not naturally have occupied the role 
of moral hero in a story addressed to a Jewish expert in the Law. 
Jesus deliberately places the unexpected person at the center of 
the compassionate response. 

The Samaritan sees the injured man and has compassion. He 
goes to him, binds his wounds, applies oil and wine, places him 
on his own animal, brings him to an inn, and takes care of him 
(Luke 10:33–34). The response is not simply emotional. 
Compassion becomes proximity, inconvenience, expense, and 
responsibility. 

The following day, the Samaritan gives the innkeeper two denarii 
and promises to repay any additional expense when he returns 
(Luke 10:35). The care therefore extends beyond the immediate 
crisis. He does not merely stop long enough to feel that he has 
done something good; he creates a practical arrangement for the 
injured man's continuing recovery. 

Jesus then returns to the original question, but He changes its 
direction. The lawyer had asked, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus 
asks which of the three men “proved to be a neighbor to the man 
who fell among the robbers” (Luke 10:36). The change is subtle 
but profound. The original question asks which people fall 
within the boundary of my responsibility, while Jesus asks what 
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kind of person I will become when someone else's need appears 
before me. 

The lawyer answers, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus 
replies, “You go, and do likewise” (Luke 10:37). Interestingly, 
Luke does not record the lawyer using the word Samaritan in his 
answer. We cannot know with certainty why he phrases the 
response as he does, but the important point is that he correctly 
identifies mercy as the defining action. 

The story exposes how easily boundaries can become moral 
shortcuts. Human beings naturally organize relationships into 
circles of family, community, organization, nationality, faith, 
friendship, responsibility, and familiarity. Many of those 
distinctions are legitimate and necessary. No individual can 
assume equal responsibility for every person in every place. 

The danger arises when legitimate boundaries become excuses 
for ignoring the person directly before us. The priest and Levite 
may have had responsibilities elsewhere, but Jesus draws 
attention to what happened when a wounded man entered their 
path. The Samaritan's response suggests that proximity to need 
can create a responsibility that existing categories did not 
anticipate. 

This has important implications for leadership because 
organizations also define their neighbors. Businesses identify 
customers, churches define congregations, charities define 
populations served, and leaders distinguish between people who 
fall within their formal responsibility and those who do not. 
Those boundaries provide necessary clarity, but they can also 
narrow vision if the leader begins seeing every person outside the 
established category as someone else's concern. 

Jesus does not solve that tension by eliminating all boundaries. 
Instead, He challenges the instinct to use boundaries as 
permission to withhold mercy. The Samaritan does not solve 
every problem on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho. He 
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responds faithfully to the person whose need has become directly 
visible to him. 

There is another dimension to the story that makes it especially 
relevant to leadership. The person demonstrating exemplary 
behavior is the person the audience might have been most 
prepared to categorize negatively. Jesus therefore asks the 
listener not only to help across a boundary but to learn from 
someone across a boundary. 

That can be even more difficult. Leaders may be willing to serve 
people from groups they distrust while remaining reluctant to 
believe those people have something to teach them. Jesus' story 
overturns that hierarchy by making the outsider the example the 
religious expert is instructed to imitate. 

The Good Samaritan therefore expands the meaning of boundary 
crossing beyond inclusion. It asks whether our categories 
prevent us from seeing virtue, wisdom, compassion, or 
faithfulness when they appear in an unexpected person. The 
leader who already knows which kinds of people are capable of 
contributing may overlook the very person whose example could 
challenge the organization most. 

The lawyer asks for the boundary around neighbor. Jesus gives 
him a picture of mercy crossing one. 

Reflection 
Where might an established boundary be helping you define 
responsibility while also preventing you from seeing someone 
you are being called to notice, serve, or learn from? 
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Section Review 

Part VI reveals that Jesus does not cross boundaries by 
pretending they do not exist. The Samaritan woman belongs to a 
community divided from His own by history and religious 
disagreement, Zacchaeus carries a profession and reputation 
that make public association costly, and the Samaritan in Jesus' 
parable comes from the very group many listeners would have 
been least likely to place in the role of moral example. In each 
case, the existing category is real, but it is not allowed to become 
the final word about the person. 

The pattern is important because leadership can become 
increasingly enclosed over time. We learn whom to trust, whose 
opinions matter, which people understand the culture, and where 
responsibility formally begins and ends. Those distinctions can 
create stability, yet they can also become invisible walls that 
keep leaders from seeing people, possibilities, and obligations 
that fall outside familiar expectations. 

Jesus demonstrates a more discerning posture. He can cross a 
boundary without abandoning truth, extend dignity without 
denying responsibility, and recognize goodness where social 
expectation might have encouraged suspicion. His example 
suggests that alignment to mission sometimes requires 
protecting appropriate boundaries and, at other times, 
recognizing that a boundary we inherited has become an 
obstacle to the very people the mission is meant to reach. 
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PART VII  

 POWER AND AUTHORITY 

Power is one of the clearest tests of leadership because it 
changes what a person is capable of doing to others. A leader 
with little authority may still possess ambition, pride, insecurity, 
or a desire for recognition, but the consequences remain 
relatively contained. As influence grows, those same qualities 
can begin shaping organizations, relationships, and lives. Power 
therefore does more than expand a leader’s reach; it exposes how 
the leader understands authority, where that authority comes 
from, and what limits should govern its use. 

The Gospel accounts are especially revealing on this subject 
because Jesus encounters power from several directions. At 
times, people attempt to give Him political authority. At other 
times, opponents use questions about governmental authority to 
trap Him. Near the end of His life, He stands before a Roman 
governor who believes he possesses the power to determine 
whether Jesus lives or dies. Each situation presents a different 
test, yet Jesus never appears confused about where authority 
comes from, what it is for, or whether possessing power is the 
same thing as being governed by it. 
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This is important because Scripture does not portray authority 
itself as inherently corrupt. Jesus teaches with authority, 
exercises authority over sickness and evil, delegates authority to 
His disciples, and speaks openly about the kingdom of God. The 
issue is not whether authority should exist, but whether the 
leader can possess authority without eventually allowing 
authority to possess the leader. The stories that follow show 
Jesus refusing power offered on terms inconsistent with His 
mission, refusing to be trapped by a false choice about political 
authority, and refusing to be intimidated by someone whose 
power appears greater than it ultimately is. 
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CHAPTER 19  
 WHEN PEOPLE WANT TO GIVE YOU 

POWER 

Primary Scripture: John 6:1–15 
Related passages: 

 Matthew 14:13–23; Mark 6:30–46 

The feeding of the five thousand has already shown us Jesus 
responding to human need with compassion, organization, 
delegation, and provision. John’s account, however, adds a detail 
after the miracle that raises a different leadership question. Once 
the people have eaten, they begin drawing conclusions not 
merely about what Jesus has done, but about what kind of leader 
He should become. “This is indeed the Prophet who is to come 
into the world,” they say (John 6:14). 

Their reaction is understandable. They have witnessed a 
remarkable sign, received food in abundance, and seen Jesus 
meet a need on a scale no ordinary leader could match. In a 
society living under Roman occupation and carrying 
expectations of deliverance, a person capable of providing for 
thousands would naturally attract more than spiritual interest. 
John tells us that Jesus perceives that the crowd intends to come 
and take Him by force to make Him king, so He withdraws to 
the mountain by Himself (John 6:15). 

What makes the situation unusual is that the crowd is not 
rejecting Jesus. They are trying to elevate Him. The pressure 
comes not from enemies but from enthusiastic supporters who 
want to increase His authority. Leaders are often better prepared 
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to recognize danger in criticism than in praise. Opposition 
naturally makes us cautious, while admiration can feel like 
confirmation that the mission is succeeding. When people want 
to expand our influence or place us in a position of greater 
authority, resistance can seem unnecessary or even ungrateful. 

Jesus responds differently because popular enthusiasm does not 
determine His calling. The decision connects with the 
wilderness temptation, where He had already refused authority 
offered on terms inconsistent with His allegiance to the Father. 
Here the circumstances are quite different, but the underlying 
issue is similar. An apparently desirable destination is being 
offered through a path that does not belong to His mission. 
Jesus will indeed speak of a kingdom and will eventually 
acknowledge His kingship, but He will not allow the crowd to 
define what that kingship means or how it will be established. 

John develops the tension further when the crowd searches for 
Jesus the next day. Jesus tells them, “You are seeking me, not 
because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill of the 
loaves” (John 6:26). Their enthusiasm is genuine, but their 
understanding is incomplete. They have experienced provision 
and are naturally attracted to the person who provided it, yet 
Jesus recognizes that their immediate desire does not necessarily 
represent comprehension of His larger purpose. 

This creates a significant leadership problem because followers 
can support a leader for reasons different from the leader’s actual 
mission. As long as both are moving in roughly the same 
direction, the difference may remain hidden. The tension 
becomes visible when followers begin defining what the leader 
should become based on what they most want the leader to 
provide. In this case, the crowd sees something real in Jesus 
while simultaneously attempting to fit Him into a role shaped by 
its own expectations. 

Jesus refuses to allow that expectation to redirect Him. He does 
not interpret the willingness of thousands of people to confer 
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power upon Him as proof that He should accept it on their 
terms. That restraint is especially revealing because power rarely 
arrives alone. It brings constituencies, expectations, obligations, 
and pressures, and those pressures can gradually reshape the 
mission if the leader becomes dependent upon keeping the 
people who supplied the power satisfied. 

This remains a difficult issue for leaders because increased 
influence is easily confused with increased alignment. A larger 
platform, greater visibility, broader support, or more formal 
authority can certainly create additional opportunities to serve 
the mission. They can also alter the mission if the leader begins 
adapting decisions primarily to preserve the position. The 
important question is therefore not simply whether an 
opportunity increases authority, but whether accepting that 
authority will require the leader to become something the 
mission never called for. 

Jesus does not reject the crowd because influence is inherently 
wrong. He refuses to let its enthusiasm accelerate Him into a 
role defined by someone else’s expectations. His response 
suggests that the ability to obtain power and the wisdom to 
accept power are different things. Sometimes one of the clearest 
demonstrations of leadership is knowing which authority not to 
take. 

Reflection 
Is there an opportunity for greater influence or authority that you 
should evaluate not only by what it offers, but by what accepting 
it may require you to become?





Part VII - Power and Authority 
 

115 

CHAPTER 20  
 WHEN AUTHORITY BECOMES A TRAP 

Primary Scripture: Matthew 22:15–22 
Parallel accounts: 

 Mark 12:13–17; Luke 20:20–26 

The question about paying taxes to Caesar is one of the clearest 
examples in the Gospels of opponents attempting to force Jesus 
into a choice where either answer appears dangerous. Matthew 
tells us explicitly that the Pharisees make plans to “entangle him 
in his words” (Matthew 22:15). This is therefore not primarily a 
sincere request for moral guidance. The question has been 
carefully constructed as a trap. 

The people sent to Jesus begin with flattery. They call Him 
truthful, acknowledge that He teaches the way of God faithfully, 
and claim that He is not influenced by appearances or social 
status (Matthew 22:16). The praise is ironic because they are 
describing genuine qualities in Jesus while using those qualities 
as part of an attempt to manipulate Him. They then ask, “Is it 
lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” (Matthew 22:17). 

The political setting makes the question dangerous. Roman 
taxation was not merely a financial issue; it carried the 
symbolism of occupation, imperial authority, and Jewish 
identity. A simple endorsement of the tax could expose Jesus to 
accusations that He supported Roman domination, while 
rejecting it could provide His opponents with grounds to portray 
Him as opposing Roman authority. The strength of the trap lies 
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in reducing a complicated reality to two answers, either of which 
can be used against Him. 

Jesus recognizes what is happening and says, “Why put me to 
the test, you hypocrites?” (Matthew 22:18). Rather than 
accepting the question exactly as it has been framed, He asks 
them to show Him the coin used for the tax. When they produce 
a denarius, Jesus asks whose image and inscription it carries. 
They answer, “Caesar’s,” and He responds, “Therefore render to 
Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that 
are God’s” (Matthew 22:20–21). 

The importance of the response extends beyond its cleverness. 
Jesus does not merely escape a verbal trap; He exposes the 
limitation built into the question. His opponents want Him to 
choose between two simplified political positions, while Jesus 
reframes the issue around the legitimate claims of earthly 
authority and the greater claim of God. He neither treats 
Caesar’s authority as meaningless nor allows it to become 
ultimate. 

The coin bears Caesar’s image and exists within an economic 
and political system governed by imperial authority. Readers 
familiar with Genesis have often noticed the possible resonance 
between Caesar’s image on the coin and humanity being made 
in the image of God (Genesis 1:26–27). Jesus does not explicitly 
state that connection in this passage, so we should not present it 
as though He did, but the larger principle of the response is 
unmistakable: human authority has a legitimate sphere without 
possessing an unlimited claim. 

That principle applies well beyond the immediate tax 
controversy. Leaders are frequently presented with choices 
whose framing has already predetermined what counts as an 
acceptable answer. They may be asked to choose between loyalty 
to one person or another, between two competing priorities, or 
between two proposed actions when the deeper issue has not yet 
been examined. Sometimes one option really is better. At other 
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times, the most important act of discernment is recognizing that 
the question itself has been framed too narrowly. 

Jesus demonstrates that answering responsibly does not require 
accepting someone else’s premises. He examines the question 
beneath the question and responds to the deeper principle at 
stake. That kind of discernment is particularly important when a 
question is being asked not to obtain understanding but to 
produce a reaction that can later be used against the person 
answering. 

The encounter also reveals something important about the limits 
of authority. Respect for legitimate human authority does not 
require surrendering ultimate allegiance to it. Caesar may receive 
what properly belongs within Caesar’s sphere, but Caesar does 
not become the measure of everything. Healthy leadership 
similarly requires understanding both what belongs within one’s 
authority and what does not. A title may confer responsibility 
over decisions, resources, roles, or organizational direction 
without conferring unlimited claim over the people being led. 

Matthew tells us that Jesus’ opponents marvel at His answer and 
then leave (Matthew 22:22). Their strategy depended on getting 
Jesus to operate within boundaries they had created, but He 
refused the premise without evading the underlying issue. For 
leaders, the encounter reminds us that discernment sometimes 
begins before the answer is given. We first need to examine what 
assumptions are embedded in the question, whose interests 
those assumptions serve, and whether the apparent alternatives 
are actually the only alternatives available. 

Reflection 
What difficult choice are you facing that may look different if you 
first examine the assumptions built into the question itself? 
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CHAPTER 21  
 KNOWING THE LIMITS OF HUMAN 

POWER 

Primary Scripture: 
 John 18:28–38; John 19:8–16 

Parallel passages: 
 Matthew 27:11–26; Mark 15:1–15; Luke 23:1–25 

By the time Jesus stands before Pontius Pilate, the balance of 
visible power appears unmistakable. Pilate represents Rome, 
occupies the governor’s position, controls the proceedings, and 
possesses authority backed by the most powerful political and 
military system in the region. Jesus stands before him as a 
prisoner. If leadership were judged only by formal authority, 
Pilate would appear to be unquestionably more powerful. 

John’s account gradually complicates that impression. Pilate 
begins by asking Jesus, “Are you the King of the Jews?” (John 
18:33). The question is political because the accusations brought 
before Roman authority must carry political consequences. A 
claim to kingship could be interpreted as a challenge to Caesar, 
yet Jesus does not simply accept the framing. He asks whether 
Pilate is asking for himself or merely repeating what others have 
told him (John 18:34), examining the assumptions behind the 
question even while standing as the accused. 

The conversation eventually turns to the nature of Jesus’ 
kingdom. Jesus says, “My kingdom is not of this world” and 
explains that if His kingdom operated according to ordinary 
political power, His servants would be fighting to prevent His 
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arrest (John 18:36). Pilate hears the language of kingship and 
asks whether Jesus is therefore a king. Jesus responds by 
speaking about the purpose for which He has come into the 
world: to bear witness to the truth (John 18:37). Even under 
interrogation, Jesus continues defining Himself through mission 
rather than through the categories His interrogator places before 
Him. 

The tension becomes more explicit later in the proceedings 
when Pilate asks why Jesus will not answer him. “Do you not 
know that I have authority to release you and authority to crucify 
you?” he says (John 19:10). From Pilate’s perspective, the 
statement is largely factual. Rome has given him substantial 
legal and political authority, and the immediate outcome appears 
to depend on his decision. 

Jesus replies, “You could have no power at all against me unless 
it had been given you from above” (John 19:11). His answer 
neither denies Pilate’s authority nor treats it as ultimate. Pilate 
possesses real power, but it is derivative rather than absolute. 
That distinction is foundational to leadership because people 
can gradually confuse entrusted authority with personal 
ownership. A title, office, board, institution, government, or 
organization may give someone genuine authority to make 
decisions, but repeated exercise of that authority can create the 
illusion that it originates in the person rather than having been 
entrusted to the person. 

Recognizing authority as entrusted changes how it should be 
exercised. If power is received rather than self-created, then 
authority carries accountability. The leader becomes responsible 
not only for whether a decision can be made, but for whether 
using that authority remains consistent with the purpose for 
which it was given. Jesus’ answer to Pilate therefore does more 
than place Roman authority beneath divine authority; it exposes 
the limits inherent in every form of human power. 
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John also creates a revealing contrast between the two men. 
Pilate appears to possess the formal authority, yet he becomes 
increasingly affected by the pressures surrounding him. John 
19:12 records that when Pilate seeks to release Jesus, Jesus’ 
opponents warn him that anyone who releases a man claiming 
kingship is “not Caesar’s friend.” The argument brings Pilate’s 
own political standing into the matter, and the man who appears 
to control the proceeding becomes increasingly constrained by 
fear of consequences to himself. 

Jesus, meanwhile, possesses almost no formal control over the 
proceeding, yet He remains remarkably aligned. He does not 
have Pilate’s office, soldiers, or political leverage, but He 
remains able to choose truth, resist manipulation, and refuse to 
redefine His mission in order to make the immediate situation 
safer. The contrast suggests that formal authority and internal 
freedom are not the same thing. A person can occupy a powerful 
position and still be governed by fear of losing it. 

This does not minimize the reality of earthly power. Pilate’s 
decision has devastating consequences, and the crucifixion 
demonstrates how much harm misused authority can inflict. The 
point is not that external power is unreal, but that it can coexist 
with a profound lack of inner freedom. Reputation, public 
approval, financial dependence, political pressure, institutional 
loyalty, or the desire to preserve position can all begin governing 
a leader more powerfully than the responsibilities attached to the 
office. 

The encounter therefore asks a deeper question than how much 
authority a leader possesses. It asks what has authority over the 
leader. Pilate’s position gives him the ability to make decisions, 
but his concern about the political consequences of those 
decisions appears to influence how freely he exercises that 
power. Jesus’ apparent lack of control does not prevent Him 
from remaining anchored to truth and mission. 
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Throughout this book, alignment has repeatedly proved more 
fundamental than circumstance. The same pattern appears here 
under extraordinary pressure. Human authority is real enough to 
matter and powerful enough to cause suffering, but it is never 
ultimate enough to redefine truth. Jesus’ understanding of that 
distinction gives Him a kind of freedom that the person holding 
the official power does not appear to possess. 

Reflection 
What pressure has the greatest ability to influence how you use 
the authority entrusted to you, especially when doing what you 
believe is right could cost you position, approval, or security? 
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Section Review 
Part VII brings the question of power into sharper focus by 
placing Jesus in three very different situations. A crowd attempts 
to confer authority upon Him, opponents use political authority 
as the basis of a trap, and Pilate confronts Him with 
governmental power capable of imposing real consequences. 
Jesus responds differently in each circumstance, but the 
underlying alignment remains consistent. He does not accept 
authority simply because it is offered, allow political categories 
to define the terms of His response, or mistake human power for 
ultimate power. 

Taken together, the stories suggest that the most important 
question about authority is not how much a leader possesses, but 
what governs the leader while possessing it. Power can expand 
the reach of a mission, but it can also quietly become a 
competing mission if preserving authority begins to influence 
decisions more than the purpose for which authority was given. 
Jesus demonstrates another relationship with power: authority 
without dependence on status, influence without surrender to 
popular expectation, and courage without denying that earthly 
power carries real consequences. In His leadership, authority 
remains real and useful, but always subordinate to purpose. 
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PART VIII  

 FAILURE AND RESTORATION 

Failure presents a different challenge from opposition because 
the disappointment often comes from someone already trusted. 
Leaders can prepare themselves for criticism from outsiders, but 
misunderstanding, doubt, or collapse within the group carries 
another kind of weight. It raises difficult questions about 
standards, accountability, patience, trust, and whether someone 
who has failed can continue to carry responsibility. The Gospels 
place these questions directly in front of us because the people 
closest to Jesus repeatedly fall short of what they have been 
taught and what they themselves have promised. 

Jesus does not respond to every failure in the same way. At times 
He corrects the disciples sharply, while at other times He 
teaches patiently or provides the evidence a person needs in 
order to move forward. He does not confuse immaturity with 
rebellion, honest doubt with hostility, or a terrible moment of 
weakness with a permanent identity. At the same time, His grace 
never requires Him to pretend that nothing happened. The 
pattern is neither indulgence nor condemnation, but a response 
fitted to both the failure and the person. 
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The stories in this section therefore reveal another dimension of 
leadership formation. The disciples repeatedly misunderstand 
what Jesus is doing, Thomas struggles to believe what the others 
tell him, and Peter collapses at precisely the moment when he 
had promised to be strongest. Jesus takes each failure seriously, 
yet in each case He is also concerned with what the person can 
become afterward. Leadership, in these moments, is not simply 
the protection of standards. It is the harder work of discerning 
whether correction, evidence, restoration, or some combination 
of all three can move the person back toward alignment. 
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CHAPTER 22  
 WHEN PEOPLE KEEP GETTING IT 

WRONG 

Primary Scripture:  
Mark 8:27–33; Mark 9:30–37 

Related passages:  
Matthew 16:13–23; Luke 9:18–22, 46–48 

One of the more encouraging features of the Gospel accounts is 
how openly they describe the disciples’ repeated inability to 
understand Jesus. These are not distant observers. They hear His 
teaching directly, witness His miracles firsthand, travel with 
Him, and receive explanations that many others never receive. 
Yet proximity does not automatically produce understanding, 
and understanding does not immediately produce maturity. The 
disciples often recognize something important about Jesus while 
simultaneously misunderstanding what that truth will require of 
them. 

Mark 8 provides one of the clearest examples. Jesus asks the 
disciples who people say He is and then makes the question 
personal: “But who do you say that I am?” Peter answers, “You 
are the Christ” (Mark 8:29). In Matthew’s account, Jesus strongly 
affirms the significance of Peter’s recognition, telling him that 
this understanding has not come merely from human insight 
(Matthew 16:17). It is a remarkable moment, but almost 
immediately the story reveals how possible it is to recognize 
Jesus correctly in one respect and still misunderstand Him 
profoundly in another. 
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Jesus begins explaining that the Son of Man must suffer, be 
rejected, be killed, and after three days rise again (Mark 8:31). 
Peter takes Him aside and rebukes Him, and Matthew records 
Peter saying, “Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never happen 
to you” (Matthew 16:22). Peter’s instinct appears protective 
rather than malicious. He has just confessed Jesus as the Christ, 
and the idea that the Christ should suffer and die does not fit his 
understanding of what that identity means. His loyalty is 
genuine, but his loyalty is now pushing against the mission Jesus 
has described. 

Jesus answers with one of the strongest rebukes given to any 
disciple: “Get behind me, Satan! For you are not setting your 
mind on the things of God, but on the things of man” (Mark 
8:33). The severity is striking, particularly because it comes so 
soon after Peter’s confession. Jesus does not allow affection, 
sincerity, or prior insight to make the misunderstanding 
harmless. Peter is trying to protect Jesus from the very path Jesus 
understands Himself to have been sent to walk, and good 
intentions do not make that opposition insignificant. 

The episode reveals something difficult about leadership. People 
can be committed to the leader and still misunderstand the 
mission. In fact, some of the strongest pressure to compromise 
purpose may come from people who genuinely believe they are 
protecting the leader, the organization, or the cause from 
unnecessary difficulty. Loyalty and alignment are therefore not 
always the same thing. A leader must sometimes correct people 
who are acting out of sincere concern because the concern itself 
has become disconnected from the larger purpose. 

Yet Jesus does not discard Peter. The correction is severe 
because the issue is serious, but Peter remains part of the twelve 
and continues to be taught. That combination matters because 
leadership can easily move toward one of two extremes. A leader 
may avoid necessary correction in order to preserve the 
relationship, or may allow frustration with the mistake to 
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redefine the person who made it. Jesus does neither. He 
confronts the misunderstanding without concluding that the 
person who misunderstood is finished. 

Mark 9 shows how persistent the disciples’ confusion can be. 
Jesus again tells them that the Son of Man will be delivered into 
human hands, killed, and raised after three days. Mark says that 
they do not understand what He means and are afraid to ask 
Him (Mark 9:31–32). Almost immediately afterward, they begin 
arguing among themselves about which of them is the greatest. 
Jesus is preparing them for suffering while they are still thinking 
about position. 

When they reach Capernaum, Jesus asks what they were 
discussing on the road. Their silence suggests that they already 
recognize something embarrassing about the conversation. Jesus 
sits down, calls the twelve, and tells them that anyone who wants 
to be first must become last of all and servant of all (Mark 9:35). 
He then places a child among them and uses the child to 
challenge the way they assign importance and status. Rather 
than merely repeating an abstract principle, He gives them 
another image through which to understand the kind of kingdom 
they still have difficulty imagining. 

The repeated nature of the lesson is significant. Jesus has already 
challenged their assumptions about greatness, and He will have 
to do so again. Their failure to understand the first time does not 
lead Him to conclude that further teaching is pointless. 
Formation takes repetition because people can intellectually 
understand a principle before it becomes instinctive enough to 
govern behavior under pressure. 

That is particularly relevant to leadership because organizations 
often assume that once something has been explained, it has 
been learned. A mission can be stated clearly, values can be 
written carefully, and expectations can be discussed repeatedly 
while the old habits of the group continue operating beneath the 
language. Jesus’ relationship with the disciples suggests that 
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repeated correction is not necessarily evidence that leadership 
has failed. It may be evidence that changing the way people 
think and respond takes longer than communicating the idea 
itself. 

At the same time, Jesus does not respond identically to every 
misunderstanding. Peter’s attempt to redirect Him away from 
suffering receives a sharp rebuke, while the disciples’ argument 
about greatness becomes the occasion for another lesson. The 
difference reminds us that correction should be proportionate to 
what is actually happening. Some errors threaten the mission 
directly and must be confronted quickly; others reveal 
immaturity that still requires patient formation. 

The disciples’ repeated misunderstandings therefore become 
part of the story of how Jesus develops them. He does not lower 
the mission until they understand it, nor does He require perfect 
understanding before continuing to work with them. He holds 
the standard steady while continuing the formation. That 
combination of clarity and patience may be one of the most 
difficult disciplines of leadership. 

Reflection 
Where might repeated misunderstanding require more patient 
formation rather than either lowering the standard or giving up 
on the person? 
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CHAPTER 23  
 THOMAS AND THE HONEST DOUBTER 

Primary Scripture: John 20:24–29 
Related passages:  

John 11:16; John 14:1–6 

Thomas is remembered so strongly for his doubt after the 
resurrection that this single moment has nearly become his 
identity. Yet John gives us a broader picture. Earlier, when Jesus 
decides to return toward Judea after Lazarus has died, Thomas 
tells the other disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with 
him” (John 11:16). The Gospel does not explain exactly what 
mixture of courage, loyalty, pessimism, or resignation lies 
behind the statement, so we should be careful not to assign 
motives the text does not supply. What can be said is that 
Thomas is not portrayed as indifferent or casually detached from 
Jesus. 

Thomas also appears during the Last Supper when Jesus tells the 
disciples that He is going away and that they know the way. 
Thomas responds plainly, “Lord, we do not know where you are 
going. How can we know the way?” (John 14:5). His question 
becomes the occasion for Jesus’ statement, “I am the way, and 
the truth, and the life” (John 14:6). Once again, Thomas speaks 
openly when he does not understand rather than pretending that 
he does. That characteristic becomes especially important after 
the resurrection. 

John tells us that Thomas is absent when Jesus first appears to 
the other disciples after rising from the dead. When they later tell 
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him, “We have seen the Lord,” he refuses to accept their 
testimony without direct evidence. He says that unless he sees 
the marks of the nails, puts his finger into those marks, and 
places his hand into Jesus’ side, he will not believe (John 20:25). 
The language is strong, and the text gives no reason to soften it. 
Thomas has established conditions under which he says he will 
believe. 

It would nevertheless be easy to turn Thomas into a caricature 
and miss the magnitude of what he is being asked to accept. He 
has seen Jesus arrested and knows that He was crucified. Now 
the others are asking him to believe that death itself has been 
overcome. His resistance is real, but so is the extraordinary 
nature of the claim being made to him. The story therefore 
becomes more interesting than a simple contrast between a 
faithful group and one skeptical disciple. 

Eight days later, the disciples are together again, and this time 
Thomas is with them. Jesus appears despite the locked doors 
and greets them with peace before turning directly toward 
Thomas. He invites him to do precisely what Thomas had said 
he needed to do: see the hands, touch the wounds, and examine 
the evidence. Jesus then tells him, “Do not disbelieve, but 
believe” (John 20:27). 

The response contains both accommodation and challenge. 
Jesus does not ridicule Thomas for asking for evidence, but 
neither does He treat doubt as a virtue to be preserved 
indefinitely. He meets Thomas at the point of uncertainty and 
calls him beyond it. Thomas answers with one of the strongest 
declarations in John’s Gospel: “My Lord and my God!” (John 
20:28). 

That progression is important because questions and resistance 
are not always the same thing. The Gospels contain people who 
question Jesus because they want to understand, people who are 
confused, and people whose questions are designed to trap Him. 
Jesus does not respond to those situations identically because 
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the words alone do not reveal the whole encounter. Thomas is 
given the opportunity to confront the evidence he claimed to 
require, and that encounter leads not to continued skepticism 
but to confession. 

Jesus then tells Thomas, “Have you believed because you have 
seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have 
believed” (John 20:29). The statement places Thomas’ 
experience within a larger future. Most people who follow Jesus 
will never receive the same physical encounter Thomas receives. 
Their faith will depend upon the testimony of those first 
witnesses, the Scriptures, and the continuing witness of the 
community that grows from them. 

For leadership, the story presents a useful tension. An 
organization that treats every difficult question as disloyalty may 
create outward agreement while allowing private uncertainty to 
grow unexamined. People quickly learn which questions are safe 
to ask and which must remain hidden. At the opposite extreme, a 
culture can treat questioning itself as the destination, leaving 
people permanently suspended between alternatives and 
reluctant ever to reach conviction. 

Jesus’ interaction with Thomas offers neither response. The 
doubt is given room to be expressed, the evidence is confronted 
honestly, and then a decision is required. The goal is not to 
protect Thomas from discomfort or to win an argument at his 
expense. The goal is movement toward truth. 

Leaders frequently encounter people who cannot yet see what 
the leader believes is obvious. The natural temptation is to 
interpret their hesitation as resistance or lack of commitment. 
Thomas reminds us that some people reach conviction by asking 
the question others leave unspoken. A leader who can 
distinguish sincere uncertainty from deliberate obstruction may 
discover that the question itself becomes part of the person’s 
formation. 
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Reflection 
When someone raises a sincere doubt or difficult question, are 
you more concerned with ending the question or helping the 
person arrive at a deeper conviction? 
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CHAPTER 24  
 FAILURE IS NOT IDENTITY 

Primary Scripture: John 21:1–19 
Related passages:  

Luke 22:31–34, 54–62; John 18:15–27; Mark 16:7 

Peter’s denial is one of the most personal failures recorded 
among Jesus’ closest followers because it occurs in precisely the 
area where Peter had expressed the greatest confidence. During 
the final meal, Jesus warns him that severe testing is coming and 
tells Peter that He has prayed for him. Then Jesus adds an 
extraordinary sentence: “When you have turned again, 
strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:32). Before the failure has 
even occurred, Jesus speaks about a responsibility Peter will 
carry after it. 

Peter does not yet understand why such restoration would be 
necessary. He tells Jesus, “Lord, I am ready to go with you both 
to prison and to death” (Luke 22:33). His declaration appears 
sincere, and nothing in the passage suggests he is pretending 
courage. The problem is that Peter’s understanding of his own 
strength has not yet been tested under the circumstances he is 
about to face. Jesus tells him that before the rooster crows he will 
deny three times that he knows Him. 

Later that night, the prediction is fulfilled. Peter follows at a 
distance after Jesus is arrested and eventually finds himself 
questioned about his connection to Him. Three times he denies 
the association, and Luke records that after the final denial, 
Jesus turns and looks at Peter. Peter remembers what Jesus had 
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said, goes outside, and weeps bitterly (Luke 22:60–62). The man 
who had confidently predicted his own loyalty has now 
encountered a truth about himself that confidence alone could 
never have taught him. 

From the standpoint of leadership, the failure is substantial. 
Peter has not merely misunderstood an instruction or expressed 
uncertainty about a teaching. He denies knowing Jesus at the 
moment when association with Him has become personally 
dangerous. Peter had been one of the most visible members of 
the twelve and had repeatedly spoken as though his commitment 
exceeded that of the others. The distance between his promise 
and his performance could hardly be greater. 

Yet the resurrection narratives begin signaling that Peter’s failure 
will not be treated as his permanent definition. In Mark’s 
account, the women at the tomb are instructed to “tell his 
disciples and Peter” that Jesus is going ahead of them into 
Galilee (Mark 16:7). The text does not explain every reason Peter 
is mentioned separately, and we should avoid building more 
upon the wording than it can bear. What it clearly shows is that 
Peter has not disappeared from the story or from Jesus’ concern. 

John 21 brings the issue into direct focus. Peter and several 
disciples have been fishing through the night without success 
when Jesus appears on the shore and directs them toward an 
extraordinary catch. The scene naturally recalls the earlier 
miraculous catch associated with Peter’s calling in Luke 5, 
though John does not explicitly state that he intends the reader 
to make that comparison. When the disciples reach shore, they 
discover that Jesus has prepared breakfast for them, and the 
conversation with Peter begins only after they have eaten. 

That setting is worth noticing because restoration does not begin 
as a disciplinary hearing. Jesus does not summon Peter to 
explain himself before the group or begin by rehearsing the 
details of his denial. The relationship is present before the 
correction is addressed. After the meal, Jesus asks Peter, “Simon, 
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son of John, do you love me more than these?” Peter responds, 
“Yes, Lord; you know that I love you,” and Jesus tells him, 
“Feed my lambs” (John 21:15). 

The question is repeated three times. Because Peter denied Jesus 
three times, readers have understandably seen a relationship 
between the three denials and the three affirmations, although 
John does not explicitly explain the structure in those terms. 
What the text does tell us is that Peter becomes grieved when 
Jesus asks the question the third time. The conversation is 
touching a painful place rather than bypassing it. 

What follows each answer is just as important as the question 
itself. Jesus tells Peter to feed His lambs, tend His sheep, and 
feed His sheep. Restoration therefore involves more than 
reassurance that the relationship has survived. Peter is entrusted 
again with responsibility for other people, which means Jesus is 
not merely repairing the past but pointing him toward a future. 

That does not mean every failure should result in restoration to 
the same role or degree of responsibility. Some failures reveal 
patterns that make continued authority unsafe, and some 
consequences cannot wisely be reversed. Peter’s story should not 
be converted into an organizational rule that automatically 
returns every failed leader to office. The passage reveals 
something more fundamental: serious failure does not always 
exhaust what can truthfully be said about a person. 

Peter himself also seems different. Before the denial, his 
confidence centered heavily on what he believed he was capable 
of doing: he was ready for prison and even death. During the 
restoration, his language has shifted. When Jesus asks the third 
time whether Peter loves Him, Peter answers, “Lord, you know 
everything; you know that I love you” (John 21:17). His 
confidence now rests less upon his own prediction and more 
upon Jesus’ knowledge of him. 
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That change may be one of the deepest parts of Peter’s 
formation. Failure has exposed a weakness that success could 
have allowed him to overlook. He now knows that strong 
intention does not guarantee faithful performance when fear and 
pressure arrive. That knowledge does not make him incapable of 
leadership; properly received, it can make his leadership less 
dependent upon confidence in himself. 

Jesus does not make the restored calling easier. After 
recommissioning Peter, He speaks about the suffering Peter will 
eventually face and then says again, “Follow me” (John 21:19). 
The invitation returns Peter to the language of his original 
calling, but he hears it now as someone who understands his 
own limitations differently. The mission remains serious, and 
grace has not reduced its cost. 

This is where restoration becomes more demanding than simply 
forgiving someone. Jesus holds together truths leaders often 
separate. The failure was real, Peter remains loved, responsibility 
can be restored, and future faithfulness will still require sacrifice. 
Grace does not rewrite history, but neither does history have to 
become destiny. 

Peter will never become a person who did not deny Jesus. That 
moment remains part of his story. What Jesus refuses to allow is 
for that moment to become the whole story. The distinction 
between failure and identity therefore becomes one of the most 
consequential lessons in how Jesus develops people who will 
eventually carry His mission forward. 

Reflection 
Where have you allowed a real failure—your own or someone 
else’s—to become a permanent identity rather than asking 
whether truthful restoration is still possible? 
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Section Review 
Part VIII shows that Jesus’ response to failure is shaped by what 
has actually happened rather than by a single formula. Repeated 
misunderstanding calls for continued formation and sometimes 
strong correction. Honest doubt is met with evidence and an 
invitation toward conviction. Peter’s personal collapse requires a 
restoration that acknowledges the wound while reconnecting 
him to responsibility. In each case, Jesus refuses both to 
minimize the failure and to assume that failure must have the 
final word. 

That balance is essential because leadership is not tested only by 
the performance of strong people at their best. It is also tested 
when those same people misunderstand, question, disappoint, or 
collapse. Jesus maintains the mission without reducing people to 
their mistakes, and He extends grace without making 
accountability meaningless. The result is a model of formation in 
which correction and hope can occupy the same relationship. 
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PART IX  

 CONFLICT AND RESTRAINT 

Conflict reveals leadership because it forces decisions under 
emotional pressure. Opposition can make a leader defensive, 
accusation can provoke retaliation, and injustice can create a 
powerful urge to answer force with force. Yet avoiding every 
conflict can be just as destructive as mishandling one. A leader 
who never confronts may preserve temporary peace while 
allowing harm, confusion, or hypocrisy to deepen. The challenge 
is not simply whether to engage, but how to recognize which 
conflicts require confrontation, which require restraint, and 
which are best answered by silence. 

The Gospels show Jesus moving through each of those 
responses. He can confront directly when truth or people are 
being distorted, but He can also restrain His followers when they 
reach for violence. At other moments, especially near the end of 
His life, He refuses to defend Himself against accusations that 
might seem to demand an answer. His responses differ because 
the situations differ, but the alignment beneath them remains 
consistent. Jesus does not appear driven by the need to win every 
exchange, protect His reputation at every moment, or 
demonstrate strength whenever strength is challenged. 
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This makes conflict an important place to study leadership 
judgment. The goal is not to discover a single rule such as 
“always confront” or “always remain calm.” The Gospel stories 
resist that simplicity. Jesus sometimes speaks with extraordinary 
directness and sometimes refuses to engage at all. The more 
useful question is what He appears to protect in each situation: 
truth, people, mission, timing, or the character of the response 
itself. 
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CHAPTER 25  
 KNOWING WHEN TO CONFRONT 

Primary Scripture: Luke 7:36–50 
Related passages:  

Matthew 7:1–5; Luke 18:9–14; John 8:1–11 

Conflict does not always begin with an argument. Sometimes the 
more consequential problem is an attitude that remains 
unspoken but has already begun shaping how a person sees 
someone else. Luke 7 presents Jesus in that kind of setting. A 
Pharisee named Simon invites Him to eat, and during the meal a 
woman from the city, described by Luke as a sinner, enters the 
house carrying an alabaster flask of ointment. What follows 
becomes a confrontation, but not the kind created by raised 
voices or public accusation. 

The woman stands behind Jesus at His feet, weeping. Her tears 
fall on His feet, and she wipes them with her hair, kisses them, 
and anoints them with the ointment (Luke 7:37–38). The scene is 
emotionally intense and socially uncomfortable, particularly in 
the home of a religiously respected host. Luke does not tell us 
why she came or provide the details of the life that had given her 
the reputation she carried, so we should resist constructing a 
biography the text does not supply. What matters is that 
everyone in the room appears to understand how she is regarded. 

Simon does not openly rebuke the woman or challenge Jesus. 
Luke tells us instead what he says to himself: “If this man were a 
prophet, he would have known who and what sort of woman this 
is who is touching him, for she is a sinner” (Luke 7:39). His 
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conclusion operates on two levels. He judges the woman 
according to what he believes he knows about her, and he judges 
Jesus according to His willingness to receive her. 

That private judgment is significant because Simon has not 
created an obvious confrontation for Jesus to answer. He has not 
asked a hostile question or made a public accusation. Jesus 
could have allowed the moment to pass without addressing him 
at all. Instead, He chooses to confront the assumption beneath 
Simon’s silence. 

“Simon, I have something to say to you,” Jesus begins (Luke 
7:40). Simon replies, “Say it, Teacher.” Jesus then tells a brief 
story about two people who owe money to a lender. One owes 
five hundred denarii and the other fifty, but neither can repay the 
debt, so the lender forgives both. Jesus asks Simon which of 
them will love the lender more. 

Simon answers cautiously, “The one, I suppose, for whom he 
canceled the larger debt” (Luke 7:43). Jesus tells him that he has 
judged rightly. The exchange is important because Jesus does 
not begin by attacking Simon’s character. He gives Simon a 
situation simple enough to evaluate from a distance and allows 
him to state the principle himself. 

Only then does Jesus turn toward the woman and ask Simon, 
“Do you see this woman?” (Luke 7:44). 

The question is striking because Simon has obviously seen her. 
Her presence is the reason he has formed his judgment in the 
first place. He has seen enough to identify her reputation, 
enough to question Jesus’ discernment, and enough to decide 
what kind of person he believes she is. Yet Jesus’ question 
suggests that seeing a category is not the same thing as seeing a 
person. 

Jesus then compares what has happened in the room. Simon did 
not provide water for His feet, while the woman has wet them 
with her tears and wiped them with her hair. Simon gave Him no 
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kiss, while she has not stopped kissing His feet. Simon did not 
anoint His head with oil, while she has anointed His feet with 
ointment (Luke 7:44–46). Jesus does not need to insult Simon in 
order to expose the contrast. He simply places observable 
behavior beside observable behavior. 

The comparison shifts the moral center of the scene. Simon 
entered the encounter believing that the woman’s past gave him 
the clearest information about what was happening. Jesus directs 
attention toward what each person is doing now. The socially 
respected host has offered limited hospitality, while the woman 
Simon dismisses has demonstrated extraordinary devotion. 

Jesus then connects her actions with forgiveness and love. “Her 
sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much,” He 
says, before adding that the one who is forgiven little loves little 
(Luke 7:47). The verse has generated theological discussion 
about the relationship between forgiveness and love, but the 
leadership observation is more straightforward. Jesus does not 
pretend the woman has no past. He explicitly acknowledges that 
her sins are many, yet He refuses to let that truth become 
permission for Simon to stop seeing anything else about her. 

That distinction matters because confrontation is sometimes 
misunderstood as the willingness to say something harsh. Jesus 
demonstrates something more disciplined. He identifies the 
distortion, chooses a method proportionate to the situation, and 
brings the person being confronted toward recognition rather 
than merely overpowering him with accusation. A story, a 
question, and a comparison become the means through which 
Simon’s assumptions are exposed. 

There are leadership situations in which that kind of 
confrontation is especially necessary. A person may never openly 
express contempt, favoritism, resentment, prejudice, or 
cynicism, yet those attitudes can still influence decisions, access, 
evaluation, and relationships. Leaders who wait until every 
harmful assumption becomes explicit policy may wait too long. 
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Culture is often shaped by what is tolerated quietly before it is 
ever written down. 

At the same time, this story cautions against confronting every 
private thought we dislike. Jesus is not portrayed as searching for 
an excuse to correct Simon. The judgment matters because it is 
distorting how Simon sees both the woman and Jesus. It has 
become a lens through which he interprets the entire encounter. 

That provides an important test for leadership. Confrontation 
becomes more justified when an attitude is no longer merely 
personal but is beginning to distort truth, diminish another 
person, or influence how responsibility is exercised. The goal is 
not to police every imperfection in someone’s thinking. The goal 
is to recognize when an unchallenged assumption is producing 
consequences. 

Jesus’ approach is also notable for its restraint. He does not 
begin with “You are wrong about this woman.” He lets Simon 
answer a question and then uses Simon’s own answer to help 
reveal the inconsistency. Effective confrontation does not always 
require greater force. Sometimes the right question allows the 
truth to become visible without the leader having to manufacture 
the conclusion. 

The scene also reveals how status can complicate confrontation. 
Simon is the host, a Pharisee, and apparently a person of 
standing. The woman carries little comparable social protection. 
It would have been easier to preserve the comfort of the room by 
allowing Simon’s judgment to remain unchallenged, especially 
because it is the woman rather than Simon who would bear most 
of the cost of that judgment. 

Jesus chooses differently. He does not allow social respectability 
to become insulation from correction, and He does not allow 
reputation to become a permanent verdict on the person with 
less standing. The confrontation protects something larger than 
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either person’s comfort. It protects the truth of what is actually 
happening. 

Jesus then turns directly to the woman and says, “Your sins are 
forgiven” (Luke 7:48). The other guests begin asking among 
themselves who He is that He even forgives sins, and Jesus tells 
her, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace” (Luke 7:50). The 
encounter therefore ends not with Simon at the center, but with 
the woman being addressed directly and restored with dignity. 

That conclusion matters because healthy confrontation should 
serve something beyond the satisfaction of correcting someone. 
Leaders can become so focused on proving a judgment wrong 
that they forget the person who was being diminished by it. 
Jesus confronts Simon, but the larger movement of the story is 
toward truth, restoration, and peace. 

Knowing when to confront therefore requires more than courage. 
It requires discernment about what is being damaged by silence, 
whether the issue is significant enough to address, and what 
method is appropriate to the person and circumstance. Matthew 
23 shows that Jesus can confront publicly and with severity when 
authority and hypocrisy are causing broad harm. Luke 7 shows 
that He can also confront quietly, using a question to expose a 
judgment that has not even been spoken aloud. 

The method changes because the situation changes. The 
alignment does not. 

Jesus does not confront in order to win an argument. He 
confronts because a person is being reduced to her past, truth is 
being filtered through self-righteous judgment, and silence 
would allow that distortion to remain unchallenged. Leadership 
sometimes requires the courage to speak forcefully, but it also 
requires the wisdom to recognize when a quieter confrontation 
may reach deeper. 
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Reflection 
What attitude or assumption are you allowing to remain 
unchallenged because no one has said it out loud yet? 
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CHAPTER 26  
 KNOWING WHEN NOT TO FIGHT 

Primary Scripture: Luke 22:47–53 
Parallel accounts:  

Matthew 26:47–56; Mark 14:43–50; John 18:1–11 

The arrest of Jesus in Gethsemane brings conflict into its most 
immediate and physical form. Judas arrives with a crowd, and 
the confrontation that has been building through the final days 
in Jerusalem suddenly becomes dangerous. The disciples 
understand enough to know that violence may be imminent, and 
Luke records them asking, “Lord, shall we strike with the 
sword?” (Luke 22:49). 

Before an answer comes, one of them acts. Luke says that a 
disciple strikes the servant of the high priest and cuts off his 
right ear. John identifies the disciple as Peter and the servant as 
Malchus (John 18:10). The instinct is understandable. Peter has 
already promised loyalty, and now the person he has followed is 
being seized. From Peter’s perspective, decisive action may look 
like courage. 

Jesus stops him. 

Luke records Jesus saying, “No more of this!” before touching 
the servant’s ear and healing him (Luke 22:51). Matthew gives 
the further instruction, “Put your sword back into its place. For 
all who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matthew 
26:52). John adds that Jesus refers to the “cup” the Father has 
given Him and asks whether He should refuse to drink it (John 
18:11). 
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Taken together, the accounts reveal several layers of the 
decision. Jesus is not merely trying to prevent a chaotic fight. He 
understands that the arrest belongs within the path He has 
already chosen to follow. Peter’s attempt to defend Him 
physically is therefore similar, in one important respect, to 
Peter’s earlier attempt to reject the idea of Jesus’ suffering. The 
intention may be loyalty, but the action would interfere with the 
mission. 

This is a difficult leadership principle because not every act of 
resistance is wrong, and the passage should not be treated as a 
universal prohibition against all protection or intervention. The 
specific scene involves Jesus’ arrest and His deliberate 
acceptance of what He understands to be the next stage of His 
mission. The leadership lesson comes from the discernment 
beneath His response: not every threat should be answered with 
the strongest force available. 

Peter appears to believe that action proves commitment. Jesus 
demonstrates that restraint can require greater discipline than 
retaliation. The presence of a weapon creates the possibility of 
using it, but the availability of a response does not make that 
response appropriate. 

That principle extends beyond physical conflict. Leaders possess 
many forms of power that can be used against opposition. They 
may control budgets, assignments, information, access, titles, 
influence, or public narratives. When challenged, the temptation 
is often to use whatever authority is available to establish control 
quickly. The action may be legal, procedurally defensible, or 
even popular among supporters while still being inconsistent 
with the larger purpose. 

Jesus’ restraint is especially striking because He does not merely 
prevent further violence. He heals the injured servant. The 
person harmed while participating in Jesus’ arrest becomes the 
recipient of His care. Luke does not elaborate on Malchus’ 
reaction, so we should not infer more than the text gives us, but 
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the act itself is remarkable. Jesus addresses the harm caused by 
His own follower even while those around Him are moving to 
take Him away. 

Leadership sometimes requires taking responsibility for damage 
caused by people acting in our defense. Supporters can become 
so committed to protecting a leader or organization that they 
adopt methods inconsistent with what the leader claims to 
represent. Jesus does not excuse Peter’s act because it was done 
on His behalf. He interrupts it and repairs what He can. 

The passage also shows how easily courage and aggression can 
be confused. Peter acts boldly, but his action is not aligned with 
Jesus’ purpose. Jesus appears externally passive, yet His restraint 
is deliberate rather than fearful. He is not unable to resist. 
According to Matthew’s account, He says He could appeal to the 
Father and receive overwhelming help, but doing so would 
contradict what He understands must happen (Matthew 26:53–
54). 

That distinction changes the meaning of restraint. Restraint is 
not weakness when the leader has the ability to act but chooses 
not to because another response better serves the mission. In 
some situations, using power demonstrates courage. In others, 
refusing to use it does. 

Leaders therefore need more than the ability to confront. They 
also need the discipline to recognize when winning the 
immediate conflict would damage something more important. 
The question is not simply whether one has the power to prevail, 
but whether prevailing in that way would remain consistent with 
the purpose being protected. 

Reflection 
Where might your instinct to defend yourself, your position, or 
your organization be pushing you toward a response that could 
win the conflict while damaging the mission? 





Part IX – Conflict and Restraint 
 

153 

CHAPTER 27  
 WHEN SILENCE IS STRONGER 

Primary Scripture: 
 Matthew 26:57–68; Matthew 27:11–14 

Parallel accounts:  
Mark 14:53–65; Mark 15:1–5; Luke 22:66–71; 

Luke 23:1–5; John 18:19–24, 28–38 

Silence can be one of the most difficult responses for a leader 
because accusation creates a natural desire to correct the record. 
When reputation, integrity, or motive is questioned, defending 
oneself can feel not only reasonable but necessary. In many 
circumstances it is. The Gospel accounts, however, show that 
Jesus does not answer every accusation simply because an 
accusation has been made. 

During the proceedings before the Jewish leadership, witnesses 
are brought forward and accusations are made against Him. 
Matthew records that even when false testimony is presented, 
Jesus remains silent until the high priest directly questions Him 
about whether He is the Christ, the Son of God (Matthew 26:62–
64). At that point He answers. His silence is therefore not 
absolute; He speaks when the question reaches the central issue 
of identity, but He does not respond to every charge brought 
against Him. 

A similar pattern appears before Pilate. Matthew says that when 
Jesus is accused by the chief priests and elders, “he gave no 
answer” (Matthew 27:12). Pilate asks whether He hears how 
many accusations are being made, yet Jesus still gives no reply, 
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and Matthew says the governor marvels greatly (Matthew 27:13–
14). The silence is striking precisely because Jesus has 
demonstrated throughout the Gospels that He is more than 
capable of answering difficult questions. 

This makes it unlikely that His silence should be interpreted 
simply as inability or confusion. The text presents someone 
choosing not to participate in every accusation on the terms 
offered by His opponents. Jesus has answered many critics 
throughout His ministry, but He does not seem compelled to 
defend Himself merely because others demand it. 

That restraint exposes an important leadership vulnerability. 
Leaders can become so concerned with correcting every false 
impression that they allow opponents to determine how their 
time and attention are spent. Each accusation produces an 
answer, which produces another question, which requires 
another explanation. Before long, defending the mission has 
been replaced by defending the leader. 

Jesus does not appear trapped by that cycle. 

His silence does not mean that reputation is irrelevant or that 
leaders should ignore falsehood whenever it appears. There are 
times when a false accusation can harm other people, damage a 
mission, or create confusion that must be corrected. Jesus 
Himself answers accusations elsewhere in the Gospels and 
sometimes does so forcefully. The lesson is therefore not that 
silence is always virtuous, but that answering every accusation is 
not always necessary. 

The question becomes one of purpose. What would an answer 
accomplish? Is the person asking open to truth, or merely 
seeking another opportunity to accuse? Does clarification protect 
the mission, or simply satisfy the leader’s need to be understood? 
Is the moment one in which speaking serves truth, or one in 
which silence reveals that the accusation does not deserve 
control over the leader’s attention? 
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Jesus appears able to make those distinctions because His 
identity is not being formed by the immediate judgment of the 
people questioning Him. Earlier in His ministry, His identity 
was affirmed before the temptation in the wilderness. 
Throughout the Gospels, He repeatedly returns to His 
relationship with the Father and His understanding of why He 
has come. By the time He stands before His accusers, the 
question of who He is does not need to be settled by their 
approval. 

That kind of settled identity creates unusual freedom. A leader 
who depends heavily upon public validation may feel compelled 
to answer every criticism because silence feels like surrender. A 
leader whose identity and mission are more settled can decide 
whether a response is actually useful. 

There is also an important relationship between silence and 
timing. Jesus knows that the events now unfolding are moving 
toward the crucifixion He has repeatedly told the disciples to 
expect. Arguing successfully against every charge would not 
serve the path He has already chosen to follow. His silence must 
therefore be understood within the larger context of His mission 
rather than as a general communication technique. 

For leaders, the practical implication is not that silence is 
superior to explanation. It is that silence can be a deliberate form 
of leadership when speaking would pull attention away from the 
mission, feed a destructive conflict, or give an accusation more 
importance than it deserves. The difficulty lies in distinguishing 
disciplined silence from avoidance, fear, or unwillingness to be 
accountable. 

Jesus’ example provides a useful test. His silence is not used to 
escape truth. When the central question is placed before Him, 
He answers. He remains silent when continued defense would 
not alter the purpose of the moment. The difference is important 
because strong leaders must know both how to speak clearly and 
how to resist the need to have the final word. 
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Reflection 
What accusation, criticism, or misunderstanding are you 
spending energy answering that may no longer deserve the 
power to redirect your attention from the mission? 
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Section Review 
Part IX shows that conflict does not produce one universal 
leadership response. Jesus confronts when hypocrisy and 
harmful authority require clarity, restrains His followers when 
force would contradict the mission, and remains silent when 
answering every accusation would serve no useful purpose. The 
consistency lies beneath the different behaviors: He refuses to let 
opposition determine His character or redirect His purpose. 

That pattern requires more discernment than either constant 
confrontation or constant avoidance. A leader must decide what 
needs to be defended, what needs to be corrected, what should 
be restrained, and what can simply be left unanswered. Those 
judgments become especially difficult when emotion is high 
because the desire to win the immediate exchange can become 
stronger than the desire to remain aligned. 

Jesus repeatedly chooses the response that serves the larger 
mission rather than the one that most quickly establishes His 
personal position. His example suggests that strength in conflict 
is not measured by how aggressively a leader responds, but by 
whether the response remains truthful, proportionate, and 
aligned with purpose. 
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PART X  

 WHEN THE COST BECOMES 

PERSONAL 

Leadership can remain theoretical for a long time. A mission 
may require sacrifice, courage, endurance, and loyalty, but those 
qualities are easier to admire before the cost becomes personal. 
The final hours of Jesus’ life remove that distance. The burden is 
no longer an abstract possibility. Betrayal comes from someone 
close to Him, suffering is no longer future tense, and the mission 
He has consistently chosen now requires Him to continue 
forward when obedience carries an unbearable human cost. 

These scenes are important because they reveal that 
steadfastness does not require emotional detachment. Jesus does 
not move through suffering as though pain, fear, betrayal, and 
loss are irrelevant. In Gethsemane, He speaks openly about 
distress and asks whether the cup can pass from Him. At the 
table and in the garden, He faces the betrayal of Judas without 
pretending it is insignificant. On the cross, He responds to those 
participating in His execution with words of forgiveness rather 
than allowing suffering to determine His character. 
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The consistency is again found beneath very different responses. 
Jesus does not deny the cost, but neither does He allow the cost 
to redefine the mission. He brings anguish into prayer, 
recognizes betrayal without surrendering Himself to bitterness, 
and continues to act from the values He has taught even when 
He receives nothing in return. These stories therefore examine 
perhaps the deepest test of leadership alignment: what remains 
of our convictions when following them becomes personally 
expensive. 
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CHAPTER 28  
 GETHSEMANE 

Primary Scripture: Matthew 26:36–46 
Parallel accounts:  

Mark 14:32–42; Luke 22:39–46 
Related passages: 

 John 12:27–28; Hebrews 5:7–9 

The scene in Gethsemane begins after the final meal. Jesus takes 
the disciples to a place called Gethsemane and tells most of them 
to sit while He goes farther to pray. Matthew says that He takes 
Peter and the two sons of Zebedee—James and John—with Him 
and begins “to be sorrowful and troubled” (Matthew 26:37; see 
also Mark 14:33). He then tells them, “My soul is very sorrowful, 
even to death; remain here, and watch with me” (Matthew 
26:38). 

The language deserves to be allowed its full weight. Jesus does 
not present Himself as untouched by what is coming. The 
suffering He has repeatedly predicted is now immediately before 
Him, and His response includes deep anguish. Whatever else 
Christian theology rightly says about His divinity, the Gospel 
accounts refuse to remove the reality of His human experience. 
He knows what lies ahead and does not pretend that knowledge 
makes the cost easy. 

Moving farther away, Jesus falls on His face and prays, “My 
Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, 
not as I will, but as you will” (Matthew 26:39). The prayer is one 
of the clearest expressions of the tension between desire and 
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obedience anywhere in the Gospels. Jesus does not hide His 
desire for another path, yet He places that desire within a deeper 
commitment to the Father’s will. 

That distinction is important because alignment can easily be 
mistaken for emotional certainty. Leaders sometimes imagine 
that commitment to a mission means never wishing 
circumstances were different, never feeling overwhelmed, or 
never questioning whether there could be another way. 
Gethsemane presents a different picture. Jesus is aligned without 
being emotionally untouched. The presence of anguish does not 
mean the absence of commitment. 

The image of the cup also connects Gethsemane with earlier 
conversations. When James and John asked for places of honor, 
Jesus had asked whether they were able to drink the cup He 
would drink. At the time, they answered confidently that they 
could. Here, Jesus Himself confronts what that cup actually 
means. The difference between speaking about sacrifice and 
entering sacrifice could hardly be clearer. 

Jesus returns to the disciples and finds them sleeping. He asks 
Peter, “So, could you not watch with me one hour?” and then 
tells them to watch and pray that they may not enter into 
temptation, adding, “The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak” (Matthew 26:40–41). The words describe the disciples, but 
they also speak to a recurring human problem: sincere intention 
does not remove human limitation. 

Jesus then goes away a second time and prays, “My Father, if 
this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done” (Matthew 
26:42). When He returns, the disciples are again asleep. Matthew 
notes that their eyes are heavy. Jesus leaves them, returns to 
prayer, and prays a third time with the same words. 

The repetition matters. The decision is not portrayed as a casual 
moment of acceptance. Jesus returns to the Father again and 
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again. Prayer is not an ornament around the decision; it is the 
place where the decision is endured. 

For leadership, this may be one of the most important 
dimensions of the story. There are moments when knowing the 
right path does not make the path emotionally easier. A leader 
may already understand what faithfulness requires and still need 
time, prayer, counsel, or solitude in order to carry the weight of 
doing it. The existence of struggle should not automatically be 
interpreted as lack of conviction. 

At the same time, Gethsemane does not celebrate indecision. 
Jesus does not remain permanently suspended between 
alternatives. The prayer moves toward surrender, and when the 
moment arrives, He tells the disciples to rise because the 
betrayer is at hand (Matthew 26:45–46). The emotional struggle 
has been real, but it has not become an excuse to abandon the 
mission. 

This is where leadership under personal cost becomes especially 
difficult. When consequences affect the organization, a leader 
may still evaluate them with some distance. When the 
consequences become personal—reputation, security, 
relationships, livelihood, physical safety—the instinct for self-
preservation becomes stronger. Gethsemane shows Jesus 
bringing that tension honestly before God rather than pretending 
it does not exist. 

The story also challenges the assumption that courage means 
the absence of fear or distress. Jesus’ courage is more substantial 
because the cost is fully acknowledged. He is not walking 
toward suffering because He cannot imagine it. He is walking 
toward it after confronting what it will mean. 

That distinction gives Gethsemane unusual relevance to 
leadership. Alignment is not proven when the mission is easy to 
follow. It is proven when a person can say, with full awareness of 
the cost, that purpose still outranks preference. 
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Reflection 
What difficult decision are you avoiding because you have 
mistaken emotional reluctance for evidence that the path must 
be wrong? 
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CHAPTER 29  
 BETRAYAL 

Primary Scripture: 
 Matthew 26:14–16, 20–25, 47–50 

Parallel accounts: 
 Mark 14:10–11, 17–21, 43–46; Luke 22:3–6, 21–

23, 47–48; John 13:21–30; John 18:1–5 

Betrayal is different from ordinary opposition because it comes 
through relationship. An enemy can attack from outside the 
circle, but betrayal depends upon some degree of access, trust, or 
belonging. Judas is not a distant critic of Jesus. He is one of the 
twelve, part of the group Jesus has taught, traveled with, and 
entrusted with the work of the mission. 

Matthew tells us that Judas goes to the chief priests and asks, 
“What will you give me if I deliver him over to you?” They agree 
on thirty pieces of silver, and from that point Judas looks for an 
opportunity to betray Jesus (Matthew 26:14–16). The text gives us 
the transaction, but it does not give us a complete psychological 
explanation for why Judas reaches this point. The Gospels 
provide different details surrounding his actions, and later 
readers have proposed many motives. We should resist claiming 
certainty where the text does not provide it. 

What is clear is that Jesus is not unaware of what is happening. 
During the meal with the disciples, He says, “Truly, I say to you, 
one of you will betray me” (Matthew 26:21). The disciples 
become sorrowful and begin asking whether they are the one. 
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Jesus eventually identifies the betrayal more specifically, though 
the Gospel accounts narrate the moment somewhat differently. 

John’s account gives particular attention to the emotional weight 
of the scene, saying that Jesus is “troubled in his spirit” before 
declaring that one of the disciples will betray Him (John 13:21). 
That detail matters because knowledge does not erase the 
wound. Jesus understands what Judas is doing, yet the betrayal 
is not treated as emotionally insignificant. 

This is a difficult point for leaders because awareness can create 
the illusion that pain should be avoidable. If we saw the problem 
coming, we may believe we should not feel hurt when it arrives. 
The Gospel account suggests otherwise. Understanding betrayal 
and being unaffected by betrayal are not the same thing. 

The scene in Gethsemane makes the betrayal concrete. Judas 
arrives with a crowd carrying swords and clubs and has arranged 
a signal by which Jesus will be identified. In Matthew’s account, 
Judas approaches Jesus, greets Him, and kisses Him (Matthew 
26:48–49). Luke records Jesus asking, “Judas, would you betray 
the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:48). 

The detail is powerful because the act associated with greeting 
and relationship becomes the mechanism of betrayal. Judas does 
not merely point Jesus out from a distance. He uses the 
appearance of closeness to identify Him to those coming to 
arrest Him. 

Jesus’ response is restrained. Matthew records Him saying, 
“Friend, do what you came to do” (Matthew 26:50). The 
meaning and tone of the word translated “friend” have been 
discussed in different ways, and the passage should not be 
overloaded with conclusions the text does not state. What is clear 
is that Jesus does not respond to betrayal with physical 
retaliation or panic. 

This does not mean He treats betrayal as harmless. Earlier He 
had spoken strongly about the seriousness of what Judas was 
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doing. He names betrayal for what it is and allows the moral 
gravity of the act to stand. Grace does not require pretending 
that treachery is merely misunderstanding. 

The leadership challenge lies in holding those truths together. 
Betrayal may need to be recognized clearly without allowing the 
betrayer to determine the leader’s future character. Hurt can 
become bitterness, and bitterness can begin shaping decisions 
long after the original event has passed. A leader who was 
deceived once may become suspicious of everyone. A person 
who was betrayed by someone trusted may begin protecting 
against future pain by withdrawing trust from people who have 
done nothing to deserve suspicion. 

Jesus does not allow Judas to redefine the way He relates to 
everyone else. The betrayal is real, but it does not become the 
organizing principle of His leadership. 

That does not mean trust should be indiscriminate. The Gospels 
show Jesus exercising discernment about people and motives 
throughout His ministry. The lesson is not that leaders should 
ignore warning signs or continue trusting someone who is 
actively betraying the mission. The deeper issue is whether a 
betrayal will be allowed to distort the leader’s ability to remain 
truthful, compassionate, and aligned afterward. 

There is also something sobering about the fact that Judas had 
participated so closely in the ministry. Proximity to a mission 
does not guarantee internal alignment with it. People can remain 
within an organization, speak its language, participate in its 
work, and still move in a direction fundamentally opposed to its 
purpose. Leaders therefore need both trust and discernment. 
One without the other creates either paranoia or vulnerability. 

Jesus appears to maintain both. He knows what Judas is doing, 
speaks truthfully about it, and does not attempt to preserve the 
appearance of unity by denying the betrayal. Yet He also refuses 
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to let Judas’ decision determine His own response to the 
mission. 

That may be the most difficult part of betrayal for any leader. We 
cannot always control whether someone will remain faithful to 
us, but we can still decide whether their unfaithfulness will cause 
us to become unfaithful to what we are called to be. 

Reflection 
Has a past betrayal begun shaping how you treat people who 
were not responsible for it, and what would it mean to recover 
discernment without surrendering trust altogether? 
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CHAPTER 30  
 FORGIVING FROM THE CROSS 

Primary Scripture: Luke 23:32–43 
Related passages:  

Matthew 5:43–48; Matthew 18:21–35;  
Luke 6:27–36; 1 Peter 2:21–23 

The teaching of Jesus about forgiveness is demanding even 
before we reach the crucifixion. He tells His followers to love 
their enemies, pray for those who persecute them, forgive 
repeatedly, and resist the natural instinct to return hostility with 
hostility. Those teachings can remain intellectually admirable 
until someone actually causes severe harm. The cross places 
Jesus inside the very circumstances to which His earlier teaching 
has pointed. 

Luke describes Jesus being led away with two criminals and 
crucified at a place called the Skull. The soldiers divide His 
garments, rulers mock Him, and others challenge Him to save 
Himself if He is truly the Christ. In the middle of that scene, 
Luke records Jesus saying, “Father, forgive them, for they know 
not what they do” (Luke 23:34)2. 

The statement should not be reduced to sentiment. Jesus is 
speaking while suffering an execution carried out through a 
combination of political power, religious hostility, public 

 
2 This saying is absent from some important early manuscripts and is 
marked as a textual variant in many modern editions of the New 
Testament. It is included in many other ancient witnesses and has a long 
history in the Christian tradition. 
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humiliation, and physical violence. Whatever distinctions might 
be made among the responsibility of the different people 
involved, the immediate reality is that He is surrounded by 
people participating in or approving what is happening to Him. 

Jesus’ response is prayer. He does not deny that the act is wrong. 
Forgiveness does not require calling injustice acceptable, and 
nothing in the crucifixion narrative suggests that Jesus believes 
His execution is morally trivial. His prayer instead separates the 
wrongness of what is being done from the kind of person He will 
become in response to it. 

That distinction is central to understanding forgiveness as a 
leadership issue. People sometimes imagine forgiveness as the 
abandonment of accountability or the denial of consequences. 
The Gospel does not require that conclusion. Jesus can forgive 
while still naming hypocrisy, betrayal, and injustice elsewhere 
with great clarity. 

Forgiveness addresses a different question: what will injury be 
allowed to produce inside the injured person? 

The cross demonstrates that Jesus does not allow the behavior of 
His enemies to determine His own character. The cruelty around 
Him does not create cruelty within Him. The humiliation does 
not force Him into retaliation, and the injustice does not cause 
Him to abandon the teaching He has given to others. 

This creates perhaps the strongest possible test of leadership 
integrity. Values are easiest to practice when the environment 
rewards them. The real test comes when another person’s 
conduct seems to provide a reasonable justification for 
abandoning them. We may believe ourselves patient until 
someone repeatedly provokes us, generous until someone takes 
advantage of us, or forgiving until the injury becomes serious 
enough to make resentment feel deserved. 

Jesus’ prayer from the cross removes the possibility of treating 
forgiveness as a principle intended only for minor offenses. 
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At the same time, the phrase “for they know not what they do” 
should be handled carefully. It does not necessarily mean that 
every person involved is innocent of all knowledge or 
responsibility. The different actors understand different aspects 
of what they are doing. The statement points to a profound 
limitation in their understanding rather than erasing the moral 
significance of their actions. 

This is consistent with a pattern we have seen throughout the 
Gospels. Jesus is often able to see beyond behavior without 
pretending the behavior is irrelevant. He recognizes fear beneath 
failure, misunderstanding beneath ambition, and spiritual 
blindness beneath opposition. That deeper sight makes 
compassion possible without requiring moral confusion. 

For leaders, forgiveness becomes especially difficult when harm 
affects more than the leader personally. An offense against an 
organization, family, church, or community may require 
consequences, boundaries, or protective action. Forgiveness 
does not remove the leader’s responsibility to protect others or 
address misconduct. It prevents that responsibility from 
becoming vengeance. 

The distinction between justice and revenge is therefore crucial. 
Justice asks what truth and protection require. Revenge asks 
what suffering the offender deserves in order to satisfy the 
injured person. The two can appear similar externally while 
emerging from very different motives. 

Jesus’ example from the cross reveals the possibility of opposing 
wrong without being internally governed by the wrongdoer. That 
freedom may be one of the deepest forms of leadership strength 
because resentment can consume enormous energy. The person 
who hurt us can continue controlling our thoughts and decisions 
long after the original event if every future action is shaped 
around the injury. 
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Forgiveness breaks that control, but it does not erase history, 
remove consequences, guarantee reconciliation, or require 
restored trust where trust is no longer wise. It means that the 
leader refuses to carry the injury forward as a justification for 
becoming someone different. 

There is also a final consistency in the scene that reaches back 
across Jesus’ entire ministry. He taught His followers to love 
enemies and pray for persecutors. On the cross, He does not 
revise that teaching when He becomes the persecuted one. The 
principle survives contact with suffering. 

That may be the most important leadership lesson in the 
chapter. Integrity is not proven by the values we can articulate. It 
is proven by the values that remain recognizable in us when 
circumstances make abandoning them understandable. 

Reflection 
What injury are you still allowing to shape your character or 
decisions, and how could forgiveness free you without requiring 
you to deny the truth or abandon appropriate boundaries? 
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Section Review 
Part X brings the cost of leadership closer to the person than any 
section before it. In Gethsemane, Jesus faces the internal 
struggle of choosing the mission when obedience becomes 
personally agonizing. In Judas’ betrayal, He experiences the 
wound of disloyalty from someone inside the circle. On the 
cross, He demonstrates that even profound injustice does not 
have to become the source from which His own character is 
formed. 

These stories do not present leadership as emotional 
invulnerability. Jesus experiences sorrow, distress, betrayal, and 
suffering with unmistakable seriousness. What distinguishes 
Him is not the absence of those experiences, but the refusal to 
let them become the authority that determines His response. 

The pattern brings us back again to alignment. When the cost 
becomes personal, mission can no longer survive on slogans, 
reputation, or enthusiasm. It must be rooted deeply enough to 
remain intact through fear, disappointment, injury, and loss. 
Jesus’ leadership is most revealing at precisely that point 
because the values He teaches when the road is easier remain 
visible when following them costs Him everything. 
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PART XI  

 THE PATTERN 

By this point, the stories have taken us through temptation, 
interruption, compassion, institutional drift, ambition, power, 
failure, conflict, betrayal, suffering, and forgiveness. Jesus does 
not respond to every situation in the same way, and that may be 
one of the most important conclusions of the entire study. 
Sometimes He answers a question directly and sometimes with 
another question. He can withdraw from a crowd, stop for a 
single overlooked person, confront religious leaders sharply, 
remain silent before an accusation, restore someone who failed 
Him, and refuse an opportunity that others would consider 
success. 

If we tried to reduce those responses to a list of behaviors, the list 
would quickly become contradictory. A leader cannot simply 
imitate Jesus by always confronting, always withdrawing, always 
forgiving without consequence, always answering, or always 
refusing to answer. The consistency lies deeper than the 
behavior. Again and again, Jesus appears anchored in identity, 
relationship with the Father, truth, mission, and an 
understanding of the people and circumstances immediately 
before Him. 
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That brings us to the final question of this book. If there is no 
single behavior that defines the Jesus Leader, is there 
nevertheless a pattern that can guide our own decisions? The 
final chapters suggest that there is, but it is less a formula than a 
disciplined way of seeing. Jesus holds grace and truth together, 
asks questions that expose what lies beneath the surface, refuses 
decisions that do not belong to His mission, and demonstrates a 
pattern of discernment that can help us think more carefully 
about our own leadership. 

The purpose of this final section is therefore not to replace the 
stories with a checklist. The stories remain the foundation. What 
follows is an attempt to identify the recurring principles visible 
across them and to ask how those principles might shape the 
way we respond when Scripture does not give us a story identical 
to the situation we face. 
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CHAPTER 31  
 GRACE AND TRUTH 

Primary Scripture: John 1:14–18 
Related passages:  

John 4:1–42; John 8:1–11;  
Mark 10:17–22; Luke 19:1–10 

Near the beginning of his Gospel, John describes Jesus with a 
phrase that provides an important lens for everything that 
follows: “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us,” and His 
glory was seen as that of the Father’s only Son, “full of grace and 
truth” (John 1:14). John repeats the pairing a few verses later, 
saying that “grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 
1:17). The words belong to the theological introduction of the 
Gospel, but the stories that follow give them visible form. 

Grace and truth can appear difficult to hold together because 
human beings often separate them. Truth without grace can 
become harsh, self-righteous, or indifferent to the person 
receiving it. Grace without truth can become avoidance, 
sentimentality, or a reluctance to name what is actually wrong. 
Jesus repeatedly refuses that division. He receives people with 
remarkable compassion while still speaking truthfully about their 
circumstances, choices, and responsibilities. 

The encounter with the Samaritan woman illustrates the pattern. 
Jesus crosses social boundaries by speaking with her, engages 
her seriously in theological conversation, and offers what He 
describes as living water. At the same time, when He asks her to 
call her husband, the conversation moves directly into the 
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complicated truth of her personal history (John 4:16–18). He does 
not use that history to humiliate her, but neither does 
compassion require pretending it is irrelevant. The conversation 
continues toward worship, identity, and ultimately her 
recognition of who Jesus may be. 

A similar tension appears in Jesus’ encounter with the rich man 
in Mark 10. Mark specifically tells us that Jesus looks at him and 
loves him before telling him what he lacks (Mark 10:21). The love 
does not cause Jesus to make the requirement easier. He names 
the attachment that appears to prevent the man from following 
fully and allows him to walk away sorrowful rather than changing 
the invitation to preserve the relationship. 

That combination is important because leaders often feel 
pressure to choose between clarity and kindness. We may soften 
necessary truth because we do not want to hurt someone, or 
deliver truth without sufficient concern because we believe 
accuracy justifies the manner in which it is delivered. Jesus 
suggests that those choices are often false. Love sometimes 
requires difficult truth, while truth is most faithfully delivered 
when the person remains more important than the leader’s 
satisfaction in being correct. 

Grace also does not mean an absence of consequence. 
Zacchaeus is welcomed by Jesus before he has repaired every 
wrong associated with his past, yet the encounter produces a 
voluntary commitment to restitution (Luke 19:1–10). The 
sequence is significant. Jesus’ willingness to enter the home does 
not communicate that nothing needs to change. Acceptance 
becomes the setting in which transformation becomes possible. 

Throughout the stories we have examined, the same pattern 
appears in different forms. Peter is corrected sharply and later 
restored. Thomas is allowed to voice doubt but is called toward 
belief. The woman at the well is engaged with dignity without 
avoiding the truth of her circumstances. Religious leaders 
receive severe confrontation when their actions burden others. 
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Grace and truth are therefore not two competing values that 
Jesus balances mathematically. They operate together according 
to what love and mission require in the particular situation. 

That makes this principle difficult to convert into a rule. 
Sometimes grace will look like patience, and sometimes it will 
look like restoration. Truth may require a quiet conversation in 
one circumstance and public confrontation in another. The 
leader must therefore ask not simply whether a response is 
gracious or truthful in isolation, but whether both are present in 
the deeper purpose of the response. 

For organizations, the absence of either eventually becomes 
visible. A culture with truth but little grace may become fearful, 
rigid, and unwilling to admit mistakes. A culture emphasizing 
grace without truth may avoid accountability until unresolved 
problems threaten the mission. The Jesus Leader is called to 
resist both distortions, creating room for honesty without 
making failure the end of the story. 

John’s description is therefore more than an attractive phrase. It 
points toward a leadership posture in which compassion does 
not require distortion and conviction does not require cruelty. 
Jesus can see people clearly and still move toward them. 

Reflection 

Where are you most tempted to separate grace from truth by 
choosing either kindness without honesty or honesty without 
sufficient concern for the person? 
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CHAPTER 32  
 THE QUESTIONS JESUS ASKED 

Primary Scripture: Mark 10:46–52 
Related passages:  

Mark 8:27–29; Luke 10:25–37; 
 John 5:1–9; John 21:15–17 

Jesus teaches with extraordinary clarity, yet the Gospels 
repeatedly show Him asking questions. Some are simple, others 
unsettling, and many are directed toward matters He appears 
already to understand. The frequency of these questions 
suggests that Jesus is not merely gathering information. He 
often uses questions to bring another person into the process of 
seeing, naming, and deciding. 

We saw this pattern with Bartimaeus. The blind man has cried 
out for mercy, the crowd has attempted to silence him, and Jesus 
has called him forward. When Bartimaeus reaches Him, Jesus 
asks, “What do you want me to do for you?” (Mark 10:51). The 
answer appears obvious, but Jesus still allows the man to speak 
his need for himself. The question gives Bartimaeus agency 
rather than allowing everyone around him to define his condition 
and desire. 

A similar question appears in John 5 when Jesus meets a man 
who has been unable to walk for many years. “Do you want to be 
healed?” Jesus asks (John 5:6). The question may initially sound 
unnecessary, yet the man’s response reveals how completely his 
thinking has become organized around the obstacles preventing 
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him from reaching the pool. Jesus’ question moves the 
conversation from circumstances toward desire and possibility. 

At Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asks the disciples first who other 
people say He is and then turns the question directly toward 
them: “But who do you say that I am?” (Mark 8:29). The 
disciples have heard public opinions, but eventually borrowed 
answers are insufficient. Peter must name what he believes. The 
question requires ownership. 

Questions also become a way of exposing assumptions. When a 
lawyer asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” Jesus responds with 
the story we know as the Good Samaritan and then asks which of 
the three proved to be a neighbor to the injured man (Luke 
10:29–37). Jesus changes the direction of the original question. 
Instead of defining the minimum boundary of obligation, He 
invites the questioner to recognize the behavior of a person who 
crossed the boundary to show mercy. 

That pattern matters because leaders often feel responsible for 
supplying answers. Expertise, authority, and experience can 
create the expectation that the leader should know what 
everyone else ought to do. Sometimes that is necessary, but 
answers given too quickly can prevent people from seeing what 
they need to discover for themselves. 

A good question does something an instruction cannot always 
accomplish. It requires the other person to participate. It can 
reveal motives, expose assumptions, clarify desires, or make 
someone confront the implications of a belief already held. The 
process may take longer than simply telling the person the 
answer, but it can produce deeper ownership. 

Jesus’ questions are also highly personal. After Peter’s denial and 
resurrection encounter, Jesus does not begin with a lecture about 
leadership failure. He asks, “Do you love me?” (John 21:15–17). 
The question reaches beneath performance into relationship, 
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and the answer becomes connected to the responsibility Jesus 
gives Peter afterward. 

This does not mean Jesus avoids direct instruction. The Gospels 
are filled with commands, declarations, teachings, and 
corrections. His use of questions shows that leadership requires 
knowing when understanding must be drawn out rather than 
simply delivered. The question itself becomes part of the 
formation. 

For leaders, the discipline is especially difficult when we believe 
we already know the answer. Asking a genuine question requires 
enough humility to allow the other person’s answer to matter. A 
question used merely to lead someone toward the answer we 
have already decided they must give is not quite the same thing. 
Jesus’ questions frequently create space for people to reveal 
themselves, including answers that expose misunderstanding. 

Organizations can benefit from the same discipline. Before 
correcting a problem, a leader might ask what the person 
thought was happening. Before assuming resistance, the leader 
might ask what concern lies behind it. Before prescribing a 
solution, the leader might ask what outcome the person is 
actually seeking. Those questions do not eliminate authority; 
they can make its exercise more informed. 

The questions Jesus asks remind us that leadership is not 
measured only by the quality of our answers. It is also measured 
by whether we can ask questions that help people see more 
clearly than they did before. 

Reflection 
What conversation are you trying to solve with an answer that 
might first require a better question? 
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CHAPTER 33  
 THE DECISIONS JESUS REFUSED TO 

MAKE 

Primary Scripture: Luke 12:13–21 
Related passages: 

 John 6:14–15; Matthew 22:15–22; Luke 23:8–9 

Leadership is often described in terms of decisions made, but 
the Gospels also reveal something important through decisions 
Jesus refuses to make. Not every request receives an answer, not 
every opportunity becomes an assignment, and not every dispute 
is accepted simply because someone brings it to Him. Jesus’ 
ability to remain focused sometimes appears most clearly in 
what He declines to take responsibility for. 

Luke records a man in the crowd saying to Jesus, “Teacher, tell 
my brother to divide the inheritance with me” (Luke 12:13). The 
request concerns a real dispute, and the man evidently believes 
Jesus can influence the outcome. Jesus responds, “Man, who 
made me a judge or arbitrator over you?” (Luke 12:14). 

The answer can sound surprising because Jesus regularly speaks 
about money, justice, greed, generosity, and treatment of others. 
Yet He refuses to become the arbitrator in this particular family 
dispute. Instead, He turns the moment toward the deeper issue 
of covetousness and tells the parable of the rich fool, whose 
abundant possessions cannot protect him from death (Luke 
12:15–21). 

Jesus does not ignore the moral dimension of the situation, but 
He refuses the role the man is attempting to assign Him. 
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That distinction is important for leadership because capable 
people are frequently invited to assume responsibility simply 
because they are capable of helping. Someone has a 
disagreement and asks the leader to decide it. Another person 
identifies a worthwhile project and assumes the leader should 
own it. An opportunity appears that clearly could produce good 
results. Without a strong sense of mission and boundaries, 
usefulness can expand into responsibility for almost everything. 

Jesus repeatedly resists that expansion. In John 6, He withdraws 
when the crowd attempts to make Him king. In the tax 
controversy, He refuses to accept the political binary His 
opponents construct. Luke tells us that when Herod questions 
Him at length, hoping to see a sign, Jesus gives him no answer 
(Luke 23:8–9). The decisions are different, but the underlying 
discipline is similar: other people do not automatically determine 
what Jesus must do merely by asking, expecting, or demanding 
it. 

This connects directly to the earlier moment in Capernaum when 
the crowds seek Jesus and the disciples tell Him that everyone is 
looking for Him. The need is real, the ministry is succeeding, 
and the opportunity to remain is obvious. Jesus nevertheless 
leaves because He understands that His purpose requires Him 
to preach elsewhere (Mark 1:35–39). The good opportunity is 
declined because it is not the whole assignment. 

Leadership can become distorted when responsiveness is 
mistaken for faithfulness. A leader may gradually allow the 
needs, expectations, or urgency of others to establish the agenda. 
The result may look like service while actually producing 
mission drift. Saying yes to every worthwhile request eventually 
means saying no to something else, even if that something else is 
never named. 

The discipline of refusal therefore depends upon clarity. A leader 
who does not know the mission will have little basis for deciding 
which opportunities belong to it. Refusal then feels arbitrary or 
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selfish. Jesus’ refusals appear different because they consistently 
emerge from an understanding of why He has come and what 
belongs within that calling. 

This does not give leaders permission to dismiss inconvenient 
responsibilities by declaring that they are outside the mission. 
Jesus is extraordinarily responsive to people throughout the 
Gospels, including interruptions that others might have 
considered distractions. The challenge is precisely that some 
interruptions become the mission while some attractive 
opportunities do not. Discernment is required to tell the 
difference. 

The inheritance dispute provides a useful example because Jesus 
refuses the requested role while still addressing the underlying 
spiritual issue. A boundary does not always require indifference. 
Leaders can sometimes help without becoming responsible for 
the entire problem. 

That may be one of the most liberating lessons in Jesus’ 
leadership. Responsibility is serious precisely because it has 
limits. The leader who assumes ownership of everything 
eventually becomes unable to lead anything particularly well. 

Reflection 
What responsibility have you accepted primarily because 
someone asked you to carry it, rather than because it truly 
belongs to your mission? 
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CHAPTER 34  
 A FRAMEWORK FOR DISCERNMENT 

Primary Scripture: John 5:19–20, 30 
Related passages:  

Mark 1:35–39; Luke 6:12–16; John 8:28–29; John 
12:49–50 

A book built around stories can end in two very different ways. 
One option is to leave the stories entirely in their historical 
setting and assume that admiration is enough. The other is to 
extract a formula so rigid that the stories lose their complexity. 
Neither approach seems adequate. Jesus’ circumstances were 
unique, His mission was unique, and no modern leader can 
simply reproduce His decisions. Yet the recurring patterns we 
have observed can still help us think more carefully about the 
decisions placed before us. 

Jesus repeatedly speaks of His dependence upon the Father. In 
John 5, He says that the Son can do nothing “of his own accord” 
but acts in relation to what He sees the Father doing, and later 
says, “I seek not my own will but the will of him who sent me” 
(John 5:19, 30). Whatever theological depth surrounds those 
statements, they make one leadership point unmistakable: Jesus 
does not portray Himself as an autonomous decision-maker 
whose preferences establish the mission. 

That relationship is visible in His practices as well. He 
withdraws to pray before significant moments, spends the night 
in prayer before selecting the twelve, and leaves successful 
ministry in Capernaum after prayer because He understands that 



The Jesus Leader 
 

190 

the mission requires movement elsewhere. Discernment is 
therefore not merely a technique for choosing efficiently. It 
begins with alignment to something larger than immediate 
preference. 

Across the stories in this book, ten questions repeatedly emerge. 
They do not appear in Scripture as a formal checklist, and we 
should not pretend Jesus used them in precisely this sequence. 
They are instead a framework drawn from the recurring concerns 
visible in His decisions: Mission, Truth, People, Motive, Means, 
Authority, Timing, Grace, Sacrifice, and Alignment. 

Mission asks what we are actually trying to accomplish. Jesus 
refuses opportunities that would redirect Him even when they 
appear useful or popular. Before asking whether something can 
be done, the leader should ask whether it belongs to the purpose 
at all. 

Truth asks what is actually happening rather than what we 
would prefer to believe. Jesus does not preserve appearances by 
ignoring hypocrisy, failure, betrayal, or misunderstanding. 
Discernment becomes impossible when leaders protect 
themselves from inconvenient facts. 

People asks who will be affected by the decision, including those 
whose voices are easiest to overlook. Jesus repeatedly notices 
people whom crowds, institutions, or even His own disciples 
have pushed toward the margins. Mission alignment that 
disregards people eventually becomes a contradiction of the 
mission itself. 

Motive asks what is driving the decision beneath the explanation 
we give for it. The disciples can describe ambition as readiness 
for responsibility, Peter can describe resistance as loyalty, and 
religious leaders can present traps as sincere questions. Leaders 
need enough humility to examine whether fear, pride, 
recognition, resentment, or self-protection has entered the 
decision. 
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Means asks whether the method is consistent with the objective. 
Peter wants to protect Jesus with a sword, yet Jesus rejects the 
method because it contradicts the path He has chosen. A worthy 
end does not automatically sanctify every available means. 

Authority asks both what responsibility has genuinely been 
entrusted to us and where its limits lie. Jesus exercises authority 
confidently while refusing roles that others attempt to place upon 
Him. Leaders must know what they are responsible for, what 
belongs to someone else, and what authority should never be 
treated as absolute. 

Timing recognizes that a correct action at the wrong moment 
can still be a poor decision. Jesus sometimes withdraws, 
sometimes acts immediately, and sometimes tells people that 
His hour has not yet come. Discernment is not concerned only 
with what should be done, but with whether this is the moment 
to do it. 

Grace and Sacrifice ask what the decision requires of both the 
people affected and the leader making it. Jesus extends grace 
without making truth meaningless, and He accepts personal cost 
when that cost belongs to the mission. A decision that always 
protects the leader while transferring sacrifice downward 
deserves especially careful examination. 

All of those questions lead finally to Alignment. Does the 
decision remain consistent with the identity, values, mission, and 
obligations we claim to serve? Alignment does not guarantee 
that the decision will be painless, popular, or immediately 
successful. Gethsemane demonstrates precisely the opposite. It 
means that when competing pressures are stripped away, the 
decision still belongs to the purpose. 

This framework is intentionally more demanding than a formula 
because circumstances matter. Two leaders can face superficially 
similar situations in which different responses are appropriate. 
One person may need confrontation while another needs 
patience. One opportunity may be an interruption worth 
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embracing while another is a distraction that should be declined. 
Discernment requires enough curiosity and humility to resist 
deciding before we have understood. 

The value of the framework lies in slowing the decision down 
long enough to see it from more than one angle. When the 
answer seems obvious, motive may need examination. When an 
action is justified by urgency, timing may deserve another look. 
When the mission appears to demand sacrifice, the leader should 
ask who is actually being asked to bear it. When a decision is 
technically within the leader’s authority, the question remains 
whether using that authority is wise. 

Jesus does not give us a mechanical system that eliminates 
judgment. He gives us something more demanding: a pattern in 
which decisions remain continually accountable to mission, 
truth, people, relationship with the Father, and the character of 
the One making them. 

Reflection 
Which part of this discernment framework are you most likely to 
skip when you believe you already know the right answer? 
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CHAPTER 35  
 FROM “WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?” TO 

FOLLOWING JESUS 

Primary Scripture: Mark 8:34–35 
Related passages:  

Matthew 7:24–27; John 13:12–17; John 21:19–22 

We began this study with a familiar question: What would Jesus 
do? It is a useful question because it interrupts instinct and 
reminds us that our first response is not necessarily the best 
response. Yet it has an important limitation. If we do not know 
how Jesus actually responded to people, pressure, power, 
suffering, opportunity, failure, and conflict, the Jesus we imagine 
can begin looking remarkably like ourselves. 

That is why this book has tried to begin somewhere else. Before 
asking what Jesus would do in a circumstance the Gospels never 
describe, we have spent time asking what Jesus actually did in 
the circumstances they do describe. We have watched Him 
refuse temptation, leave success behind, stop for overlooked 
people, touch the excluded, confront hypocrisy, wash feet, 
challenge ambition, restore failure, restrain violence, remain 
silent under accusation, endure betrayal, pray through anguish, 
and forgive while suffering. 

Taken separately, some of those actions can appear 
contradictory. Jesus withdraws from one crowd and stops for 
another person. He speaks sharply in one encounter and says 
almost nothing in another. He refuses to arbitrate one dispute 
but allows another interruption to completely change the 
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direction of His immediate activity. The consistency becomes 
visible only when behavior is understood in relation to mission, 
truth, timing, people, and His relationship with the Father. 

That observation changes the way we think about following 
Him. Imitation cannot mean reproducing isolated behaviors 
without understanding why they occurred. If we copy the 
confrontation without the mission, we can become harsh. If we 
copy the silence without discernment, we can become passive. If 
we copy forgiveness without truth or boundaries, we can enable 
harm. If we copy withdrawal without purpose, we may simply 
avoid responsibility. 

Following Jesus therefore requires more than asking what action 
resembles something He once did. It requires becoming 
increasingly familiar with the pattern beneath His actions. 

Jesus Himself describes discipleship in more demanding terms 
than admiration. “If anyone would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross and follow me,” He tells the crowd 
and disciples in Mark 8:34. The language does not invite people 
merely to appreciate His leadership from a distance. Following 
involves movement, surrender, and the willingness to allow His 
way to challenge our own instincts. 

That challenge reaches directly into leadership. Most of us can 
identify with some parts of Jesus’ example more easily than 
others. A naturally direct person may admire His confrontations, 
while overlooking His restraint. A compassionate person may be 
drawn to His mercy while resisting His willingness to name 
difficult truth. A decisive leader may admire His clarity but 
struggle with His withdrawal into prayer. We tend to notice the 
Jesus who validates the strengths we already possess. 

The stories together prevent that selectivity by confronting us 
with a leader who cannot easily be reduced to temperament, 
ideology, management style, or personality type. Jesus is 
compassionate without being governed by sentiment, 
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authoritative without being controlled by status, courageous 
without seeking conflict, patient without lowering standards, and 
forgiving without denying truth. His leadership is difficult to 
categorize because it emerges from alignment rather than 
technique. 

That may also explain why the question “What would Jesus do?” 
is most valuable when it becomes less speculative over time. The 
more we know the stories, the less we need to invent the answer 
from our own assumptions. We begin to recognize patterns. We 
notice when an attractive opportunity resembles the crowd 
wanting to make Him king, when an urgent demand resembles 
everyone searching for Him in Capernaum, when an opponent is 
offering a false choice, when someone’s failure needs restoration 
rather than permanent condemnation, or when our desire to 
defend ourselves is becoming stronger than our responsibility to 
the mission. 

The goal is not certainty in every decision. The Gospels do not 
eliminate ambiguity from leadership, and Scripture does not 
provide a story matching every circumstance we will encounter. 
The goal is a better-formed judgment, one increasingly shaped 
by familiarity with Jesus rather than merely by impulse, 
institutional habit, personal preference, or the pressure of the 
moment. 

Matthew closes the Sermon on the Mount with Jesus describing 
two people who hear His words. One builds on rock because he 
hears and acts, while the other hears without putting the words 
into practice (Matthew 7:24–27). The difference is not access to 
the teaching. Both have heard it. The difference appears in what 
happens afterward. 

That distinction brings this study to its proper conclusion. 
Learning how Jesus led has value only if the stories eventually 
move from observation toward practice. We are not studying 
Jesus simply to improve our vocabulary about leadership. We are 
trying to become more discerning about the way we use 
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authority, treat people, respond to pressure, handle failure, 
confront wrongdoing, carry responsibility, and decide what 
belongs to the mission. 

There will still be moments when we ask, What would Jesus do? 
But perhaps the question can now carry greater weight. We can 
ask it after spending more time watching what He did, how He 
responded, what He refused, who He noticed, when He 
withdrew, why He confronted, how He served, and what He was 
willing to sacrifice. 

The question then becomes something more than imagination. 

It becomes an invitation to follow. 

Reflection 
Having seen how Jesus actually led, what part of His example 
most challenges the way you currently lead? 
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EPILOGUE  
THE MISSION CONTINUES 

When we began this work, we thought we were studying how 
Jesus led. We expected to look closely at His decisions, His 
treatment of people, His use of authority, His response to 
conflict, and the way He prepared others to continue the 
mission. We did find all of those things. What surprised us was 
how much more the process taught us about the Gospels 
themselves. 

Reading these stories through the lens of leadership forced us to 
slow down. Familiar passages became less familiar when we 
stopped moving quickly toward the lesson and stayed longer 
inside the situation. We began noticing the pressures 
surrounding the decisions, the people standing at the edge of the 
story, the assumptions Jesus challenged, the questions He chose 
to ask, and the moments when He refused to act in the way 
others expected. Again and again, we found that the response 
made more sense when we understood what Jesus was 
protecting, what He was refusing to compromise, and how 
deeply His actions remained connected to the Father and to the 
mission He had been given. 

That process also made us more cautious. 

It is easy to read Scripture with the conclusion already in mind. 
It is easy to decide what a story means before asking what the 
text actually says. We found ourselves repeatedly returning to a 
simple discipline: do not invent motives, do not smooth over 
tensions, and do not force Jesus into a leadership model we 
already prefer. When the Gospel does not tell us why someone 
acted as they did, we should be willing to leave the question 
open. When Jesus responds differently in two situations, we 
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should resist the urge to make the responses identical merely for 
the sake of consistency. 

That willingness to stay with the tension became one of the most 
important lessons of the research. 

Jesus was remarkably consistent, but not predictable in the 
simplistic sense. His consistency was deeper than behavior. He 
could confront in one moment and remain silent in another, stop 
for one person and walk away from another crowd, restore failure 
and also name hypocrisy without hesitation. The more closely we 
looked, the clearer it became that the pattern was not a 
technique. It was alignment. 

That realization changed the way we thought about leadership, 
but it also changed the way we thought about discernment. 

Good leadership is not merely knowing the right principle. It is 
knowing which principle is most important in the situation 
before us, what truth is being obscured, who may be overlooked, 
what motive is influencing the decision, whether the means are 
consistent with the mission, and what cost we are willing to carry 
ourselves. Those are not questions that disappear when the book 
ends. If anything, they become more important. 

We also came away from this study with greater humility. 

The Gospels contain far more depth than any single book can 
capture. Every time we thought we had reached the end of a 
theme, another story raised another question. The research 
behind The Jesus Organization led to The Jesus Leader, and the 
work on this book has already opened additional areas worth 
exploring. That has reminded us that studying Jesus is not a 
project we finish. It is a practice we continue. 

That is why we created JesusIndex.org. 

The site is intended to be a place where this work can continue 
beyond these pages. It brings together reflections, assessments, 
discussion tools, and additional material designed to help 
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individuals, families, churches, businesses, and other 
organizations examine whether the way they operate remains 
aligned with the mission they claim to serve. Our hope is not to 
create another formula, but to provide a place where people can 
ask better questions, think more carefully, and return again to 
the example of Jesus. 

The work will continue to grow as we learn. 

We expect the site to change as new insights emerge, as readers 
raise questions we had not considered, and as the material is 
used in settings very different from the ones we originally 
imagined. In that sense, the website is not simply a companion 
to the book. It is an extension of the same inquiry that began this 
entire journey. 

The questions that began this journey remain with us. How did 
Jesus accomplish what He did? How did He form people 
capable of carrying the mission forward? How did He remain 
aligned when the pressures around Him changed, and what can 
we learn from what He actually did rather than merely imagining 
what we think He would do? Those questions brought us into 
this study, and we hope they continue to shape the way you read 
the Gospels, lead others, and examine your own decisions. 

The book may be ending, but the invitation is not. 

Continue the journey at JesusIndex.org 
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organization reflected the leader, what could be learned by 
examining the moments when Jesus Himself had to decide, 
respond, confront, withdraw, forgive, endure, and remain aligned 
under pressure? 

The Jesus Leader grew from that second question. 

Alma brings a complementary perspective shaped by faith, 
family, service, and a strong commitment to spiritual formation. 
Her influence has helped keep the work grounded not only in 
leadership principles, but in the deeper purposes those principles 
are meant to serve. Together, Kevin and Alma have tried to 
approach these books with humility, allowing the Gospel stories 
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to lead rather than forcing modern leadership ideas back into the 
text. 

Their work also reflects a broader commitment to creating 
environments where faith can be explored, strengthened, and 
lived in community. Together they helped establish Amané 
House, a Christian gathering place intended to support prayer, 
fellowship, spiritual growth, and service among families, 
churches, and young people. 

Kevin and Alma live in Texas with their two daughters. Through 
The Jesus Organization and The Jesus Leader, they invite 
readers to look again at the ministry of Jesus with a fresh 
question: not only what He taught, but how He lived, led, 
formed people, and remained faithful to the mission entrusted to 
Him. 
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