The WAY Forward: The Power of Gentleness
Big Idea: Gentleness is quiet strength that oﬀers space for grace.
Purpose: To encourage people to be gentle as Jesus was gentle.
Passage: Matthew 11:28-30

Verse: Proverbs 15:1

Opening
Story
-One of the things I love most about backpacking is
that, for a week, I am carrying everything I need on
my back. But that’s also one of the most challenging
things about backpacking. For 6 days and 5 nights,
over 40 miles, up and down mountains, I am
carrying a backpack that weighs around 38 pounds.
In my backpack I carry a sleeping bag, an inflatable
pad, and inflatable pillow, a camp chair, sandals, rain
gear, a packable down jacket, a winter hat, a change
of clothes, freeze dried food, snacks, water, and
team gear that could include a tent and a stove. If I
have space, I always throw in a few extra books and
comfort items.
-On day 1, I feel great. I am literally running up the
mountains. I am so excited to be in the wild. By day
3, I am tired and my shoulders and hips are painful to the touch. I am no longer running up
mountains — I’m trudging up the mountains. By day 5, I am weary and burdened. My
whole body hurts. I no longer love that I am carrying on my back everything I need for a
week.
-I am guessing most of us feel like I feel on day 5 of a backpacking trip. We are weary
and burdened. Everyone carries around this metaphorical backpack in life. It is filled with
burdens from the past, present and future. Sometimes our pack is light. Sometimes it is
loaded down. I feel like this is a pack-full kind of season.
-What is our hope when we are weary and burdened? Our hope is encountering Jesus, the
One who will lighten our load; the only One who can provide rest for our souls. For that to
occur, we must explore the heart of Jesus.
Review
-We are in week 4 of a series called The WAY Forward: Following Jesus in a Chaotic
World. This series is designed to provide practices to help us survive and thrive in a
chaotic world. In week one, we discussed the practice of unplugging. Almost everything
works better after you unplug it, even you. We aren’t made to go, go, go. We must
continually take breaks to be in the uninterrupted presence of God. How are you doing
with that? Every week we send you our unplugging prayer via our New Hope app.
In week two, we explored the practice of simplicity. Our heart only has so much space. We
need to make sure it is filled with the big important things and not all the small
unimportant things. We challenged you to give something away. This may be a material
item. Or it may be a time commitment or a draining relationship.

Last week we discussed the practice of seeking beauty. Beauty reminds us that God is
good. We challenged you to notice beauty in your everyday life; to say, “That’s beautiful!”
and “Thank you”, because beauty is a gift. Artists: we would love for you to submit pieces
of art for our online art show. You can find information on our website and app under
Events.
-Today we are going to dive into the practice of gentleness. Like beauty, I have never
heard a sermon or preached a sermon on gentleness. And also, like beauty, I think we will
discover that gentleness is vital to surviving and thriving in a chaotic world. In the first
week, I introduced you to a key passage for our series. We are doing to deeper dig into
that passage today. This would be an excellent passage for you to memorize. Jerry will be
reading it for us.
Public Reading
Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke
upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest
for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light. (Matthew 11:28-30)
The Gentle One
Two Yokes
-Right before this passage, Jesus tells his disciples and those gathered around him that no
one can know God the Father except through God the Son. This is important because in
this passage, Jesus reveals who He is — which means He reveals who God is.
-Jesus says, “Come to me….” It is an invitation. Is it an invitation for only certain people?
Do you need a VIP pass? Do you have to be morally right and super-spiritual to come to
Jesus? No.
Come to me, all who are weary and burdened. The only ticket we need to come to Jesus
is that we are weary and burdened. I’m good to go. The word weary is in the present tense
which suggests a continual state. Again, that probably describes most of us. The Greek
doesn’t just say burdened but heavily burdened. What is Jesus oﬀering for those of us
that are continually weary and heavily burdened? Rest! Rest sounds great.
-Take my yoke upon you and learn from me. Jesus is
interacting with widely used imagery in the 1st century. Our
minds go immediately to the mental picture of animals yoked
together. But that is likely not the imagery Jesus was
attempting to evoke.
In the first century people used human
yokes. They would put the harness on
their shoulders and use the yoke to drag
heavy loads. It was typically poor
people and slaves that used these types of yokes.
Yoke was used in the Old Testament to signify oppression. The
religious leaders of Jesus’ day talked about the yoke of the law or
the yoke that their teaching of the law placed on their disciples.
The Torah, or the law, was beautiful to most Jewish people but the
religious leaders had made a list of 613 laws. Following the religious leaders felt like a
heavy burden to most of the ordinary people. Later in Matthew, Jesus would say this about
the religious leaders: They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the

shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them.
(Matthew 23:4)
-Jesus oﬀered a diﬀerent yoke. He tells the people to take up his yoke and learn from him.
This is a clear call to discipleship. The Greek word for disciple is the same root as this word
for learn. Jesus is telling the people to not follow the religious leaders because that will be
like strapping on a yoke and pulling a heavy burden. And the leaders won’t lift a finger to
help. Jesus is inviting anyone and everyone to follow Him, to be His disciple, to put on His
yoke. Why? Because Jesus reveals He is gentle and humble in heart.
These are not two descriptors of Jesus’ heart but of a central reality. They are overlapping
terms. Jesus is displaying how His heart is far diﬀerent from the hearts of the religious
leaders. They took the superior place. They are on pedestals above the people. They are
speaking down to the people. They add burdens to the backs of the people.
Jesus is gentle and humble or, a better translation would be gentle and lowly. Jesus is not
on a pedestal. Jesus is right there with all the other poor and lowly folks. Jesus liked to
hang with the little ones. Jesus was right there, fully accessible, fully approachable for
anyone and everyone. There were no hoops to jump through. There was no resumé to
submit. You didn’t need to know anyone to get time with Jesus. There were no
prerequisites. Just come as you are.
-Accepting a yoke means submitting to someone’s rule and authority. And what will
happen if we come to Jesus and submit to His rule and authority? We will find rest for our
souls for His yoke is easy and His burden is light. It is a restful yoke because Jesus would
provide His disciples with strength and grace for the journey. Jesus wouldn’t add burdens
to the backs of His disciples. Jesus helps carry burdens for His disciples. If we come to
Jesus and follow Jesus, we will experience rest at the very center of our being. And this
rest is a gift, not a transaction. It is given freely and abundantly. The end result is that if we
come to Jesus, if we submit to His rule, put on His yoke and follow Him we will become
light hearted.
-Over the last decade or so, a new trend has arisen in the backpacking world. It is called
ultralight backpacking. Ultralight backpackers pack only necessities and they invest money
in necessary gear that is ultralight. Some of these ultralight backpackers do a week in the
wild with a 12-pound pack. (If you aren’t good at math, that is 26 pounds lighter than what
I haul up and down mountains.) But they also don’t have an extra pillow, books to read,
and a bag of candy. Don’t judge. Sometime I run into these ultralight backpackers on the
trail. They look at my pack and kind of smirk. Sometimes I envision tripping them, but that
is not the way of Jesus. But on the other hand, they always look happier and more rested.
Following Jesus is like ultralight backpacking.
The Heart of Jesus
-Most social media sites require us to write a very brief description of who we are. I wrote
my little blurb for Facebook over a decade ago. It reads: A follower of Jesus. A blessed
husband and dad. An unworthy pastor. Loved by my Father. Daily in need of grace. These
little snapshots are meant to put our heart on display. When the writers of Scripture use
the word heart, they are referring to very center of who we are. Our heart defines and
directs us.
-If Jesus were to join social media—and I am sure Jesus would never join social media—
what would He write? How would He describe His heart? We don’t have to guess. Jesus
tells us in Matthew 11. We have 89 chapters from four gospels describing the life and
teaching of Jesus. This is the only place He describes His heart. Jesus reveals: for I am
gentle and lowly in heart. Jesus’ Facebook page would simply describe Him as gentle and

lowly. As I said, these are not two separate characteristics, but one central reality—
gentleness that is accessible to all.
-I have read these verses countless times over the last few decades. I have heard many
sermons on this passage. In my readings and in those sermons, the most important word
has been missed. I think the most important word is gentle. It’s the most important word
because it is the primary word Jesus uses to describe His heart. Gentleness is not just a
characteristic of Jesus, or a strategy of Jesus—it is who He is. He is the Gentle One.
-This fits with the revelations from the Old Testament. God did not speak to the prophet
Elijah in the wind, or the earthquake or the fire. God spoke in a gentle whisper. The
prophet Isaiah depicts the coming Messiah poetically as one who would not break a
bruised reed or snuﬀ out a smoldering wick. When Jesus entered Jerusalem with palms
waving all around, Matthew tells He did so to fulfill the prophet Zechariah’s prophecy that
the King will come to Zion gentle and riding on a donkey. This should all be a comfort to
those of us who may picture God as harsh and oppressive. The heart of God is gentle and
lowly. God welcomes anyone and everyone.
Gentleness is quiet strength that oﬀers space for grace.
-If gentleness is so important to understanding the heart of Jesus, we must attempt to get
an accurate understanding of the word. As is normally the case, there are several Greek
words that are commonly translated as gentleness. I worked really hard studying all the
stuﬀ I could find on the various words so I could give you the best possible definition for
gentleness. I landed on this definition: Gentleness is quiet strength that oﬀers space for
grace. Let me make a few observations about that definition. We will explore it a more in a
bit.
-One of the misconceptions about gentleness is that gentleness is weakness. In older
translations, meekness is sometimes used for gentleness. It’s the same problem. People
hear meekness or gentleness and they think weakness. We picture some helpless person
balled up in a corner, getting harassed by a bully. That is not gentleness.
Gentleness presupposes strength. It presupposes power. But it is a quiet or unassuming
strength. It is not a grandstanding, demonstrative display of strength. The gentle person is
not in any way impressed with their own self-importance. Their strength isn’t evidenced
until it is tested. And gentle people are completely in control of their strength. Make no
mistake, gentle people are the strongest people on planet earth.
-This quiet strength oﬀers space for grace. Gentleness is a relational word. It comes to life
in relationships. There is a give and take to gentleness. The gentle person is submitting
their strength for the good of others. Sometimes thinking of a word’s opposite helps
clarify its meaning. The opposite of gentle is domineering. A domineering person asserts
their strength and power in an arrogant and controlling way. Gentleness is the very
opposite of domineering. Gentleness is quiet strength that oﬀers space for grace.
-When Jesus revealed His heart to be gentle and lowly, what did His disciples and the
religious leaders think? The disciples might have wondered if He really was the Messiah
because their expectation for a Messiah was not gentle and lowly. The religious leaders
probably smirked and scoﬀed. But Jesus was crystal clear with who He was. Jesus was
also crystal clear in who He expected His followers to be.
We should be gentle as Jesus is gentle.
-Jesus said, “…learn from me.” He wants us to be His disciples. He wants our hearts to
reflect His heart. That means we should be gentle like Jesus is gentle. We see this
challenge reflected in Scripture. At the very beginning of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus

provides what is known as the Beatitudes. The Beatitudes aren’t things we need to do to
get into the Kingdom. The Beatitudes are descriptions of people who inhabit the Kingdom.
It’s like a roll-call for the Kingdom. And what do we discover? What types of people are in
the Kingdom? Blessed are the meek (gentle), for they will inherit the earth. (Matthew 5:5)
It’s not the domineering people who will inherit the earth. Gentle people will inherit the
earth.
-Gentleness is a fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians. It is evidence of the Spirit of God at
work within us. Paul told young pastor Timothy to pursue gentleness. He told the
Colossian church to clothe themselves in gentleness. It is one of the requirements for
being an elder or spiritual leader in the church – you must be gentle. Theologian Jonathan
Edwards wrote that gentleness is not an optional extra but the true distinguishing
disposition of the hearts of Christians. Gentle is the most Christian we can be.
-We live in a world of oppression, strong-arming, shouting, bullying and domineering. We
all need a little gentleness. Our world desperately needs more gentle people. As we seek
to become more gentle, we need to be aware of how gentleness works.
How Gentleness Works
-First, gentleness oﬀers space for grace.
-It is interesting to note that the origin of the word gentle comes from a word that means
from the same family. We were all made in the image of God. We are all fiercely loved by
God. Jesus died for all of us, and oﬀers life to all of us. We have way more that unites us
than divides us. That thing that another person did or is experiencing is likely very similar
to something you have done or will do or will experience. So be gentle.
-There is a spaciousness to gentleness. It makes room for others, especially those who
have no space. When we are gentle, we give people space to be diﬀerent from us, to make
mistakes, to find redemption. Gentleness oﬀers space for grace. It gives the benefit of the
doubt. It seeks to tell a better story.
Someone once told me they play the Better Story game with their kids. I apologize to that
person because I can’t remember who you are. The Better Story game comes into play
when someone does something mean to you. They cut you oﬀ on the freeway. They post a
hateful comment on your Facebook page. They talk badly about you behind your back.
When we experience these things, we often default to the worst possible story. We don’t
often give them the benefit of the doubt. “What a jerk!” Kindness practices telling the
better story. The game that this person that I can’t think of plays with their kids is to come
up with a possible story of why the person acted the way they acted.
Say someone cuts you oﬀ on the road. And then they make an obscene gesture at you.
What is a better story to explain their behavior? Maybe they just learned someone they
loved has cancer. Maybe they just lost their job. Maybe a relationship just ended with
someone they love. Maybe they grew up in an abusive home. Maybe they aren’t that
diﬀerent than we are. We give them the benefit of the doubt. We give them space for
grace. That is gentleness.
-And even if we discover there is not a better story, gentleness still provides space for
grace. Why? Because we are of the same human family. We are just like all the people we
are called to be gentle with, even the most challenging ones. Sometimes we are the most
challenging ones that need gentleness. We are called to do unto others as we would we
have it done to us. As Bob Goﬀ said, “Love diﬃcult people. You’re one of them.”
-Dan Crenshaw is a first term congressman from Texas. Dan is a Navy SEAL who did five
tours of duty. During his last tour, he lost his right eye when he was hit by an IED blast in

Afghanistan. Dan retired with two Bronze Stars, the Purple Heart
and the Navy Medal of Valor. In 2018 SNL comic Pete Davidson
made some vile comments about Dan in an attempt to be funny.
He essentially mocked his eye patch. His remarks were swiftly and
widely condemned. Dan Crenshaw had every opportunity to
retaliate but he took the high road. He Tweeted that he tries hard
not to oﬀend or be oﬀended. He essentially gave Pete Davidson a
pass. He gave him the benefit of the doubt.
Dan knew that at age 7, Pete lost his dad, an NYC firefighter who
perished in 9/11. Not too much later, Pete posted on Instagram that
he really didn’t want to be on earth anymore. Pete struggles with
depression and is possibly bipolar.
Guess who reached out to
Pete? Dan Crenshaw called
Pete. Dan told Pete he had
value and that God had him on earth for a reason.
Pete Davidson later apologize to Crenshaw and Dan
even joined Pete for a segment on SNL. When the
cameras stopped rolling Pete leaned over to Dan
and said – you are a good man.
-Later, during his Netflix comedy special, Pete joked
that he was forced to apologize and then made a
crude joke. Are you kidding me? That would have
been the last straw for me. But not for Dan. Dan once again showed Pete kindness. He
gave him space. He gave him the benefit of the doubt. He believed a better story. When
asked about Pete’s comments, Dan said that sometimes comedians say crazy things that
you can’t take seriously. Dan said he chose to believe in the sincerity of Pete’s original
apology. He said he trusted Pete meant well. Gentleness oﬀers space for grace. It gives the
benefit of the doubt, it embraces a better story. We all need that.
Gentleness is restful.
-Gentleness oﬀers space for grace. Gentleness provides rest. Twice in the Matthew 11
passage, Jesus, the Gentle One, promises rest for those who learn from Him. When we
encounter gentleness, we experience rest. When we express gentleness, we provide rest to
others.
How does gentleness provide rest? Gentleness provides rest by lightening the load.
Gentleness utilizes quiet strength to bear the burdens of others. Paul commands the
Ephesians to be completely gentle by bearing with one another. Paul commands the
Galatians to be gentle and carry one another’s burdens. Gentleness involves a bearing of
burdens, a lightening of the load, that brings rest to others. In 1 Thessalonians 2:6b-7, Paul
describes gentleness as a mother caring for her children. A good mother brings rest to a
restless infant with a diaper change, a feeding, some rocking, some lullabies. A good
mother lightens the load for her children so that they can experience rest. That’s what
gentleness feels like.
-In the first week of the series, I shared how I used to add rocks to the backs of high
school boys on backpacking trips to mess with them. As we climbed big mountains with
heavy packs, their packs got heavier and heavier as I added burdens. That is what the
religious leaders were doing to the people. That is what we often do to one another.

The Gentle One lightens our load and helps bear our burdens. Those of us who follow the
Gentle One are called to do the same. And for the record, I did that as well for the
students on our trips who were really struggling to get up a mountain. I would pull
alongside them to encourage them. Often, I would take some of the weight from their
pack and put it in mine. That is what it looks like when we are gentle with one another.
Gentleness says let me help you carry that.
-Think of gentle people in your life. In my life, one gentle person is Ron Gullberg, the
chairman of our Elder Board. Ron is literally a gentle man. Another gentle man is Mike
Stern, our Executive Pastor. Both of those men are continually seeking to help me carry
burdens. Both continually show me kindness. And it is restful. I bet you have people like
that in your life. I hope you do. It is life-giving. They are genuinely following the Gentle
One. May we all follow their example.
Gentleness changes minds
-Gentleness oﬀers space for grace. Gentleness provides rest. And gentleness changes
minds.
One of the most diﬃcult things we can attempt to do is to try to change someone’s mind.
Have you tried doing that? It’s super hard. That’s why it is called a mindset. I can almost
guarantee we don’t change our minds when people shout at us and belittle us. I can never
remember a time when someone was domineering towards me and I said, “I totally see
your viewpoint. Thanks.” And yet, that still seems to be our go-to move.
-As followers of Jesus who are called to share good news, we are in the changing-minds
business. That is literally what the word repentance means – to change one’s mind. It was a
central aspect of the public sermons we see in Scripture: repent, change your mind and
believe. If shouting, bullying, and domineering don’t produce repentance, what can change
minds?
-Gentleness changes minds. Almost every study on changing minds shows the same thing.
A domineering posture almost never changes minds. It has the opposite eﬀect of causing
someone to become defensive and double-down on their mindset. Gentleness does
change minds.
-Look what Paul advises young pastor Timothy. Timothy led a small church in the vast
pagan Roman world. Followers of Jesus faced continual persecution. They were accused
of all kinds of crazy and untrue things. And yet they were called to enter their world and
change minds and hearts. Paul writes,
Don’t have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you
know they produce quarrels. And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome
but must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Opponents must be
gently instructed, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading
them to a knowledge of the truth…(2 Tim. 2:23-25)(
Peter tells the early churches the same exact thing. Do you want to change
someone’s mind? Be gentle. Gentleness changes minds.
-That leads us to our practice for the week. We are giving you weekly practices. We are
hoping that by the end of the series you will adopt a few of these practices as regular
rhythms in your life. Our practice this week is – respond gently. We studied Proverbs this
past summer and explored how the sages call us to live a life that is good. They teach us
to live skillfully based on generations upon generations of data. In Proverbs 15:1 we read
this gem of wisdom: A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.

These sages knew the power of gentleness. They also tell us in Proverbs 25 that gentleness
can break a bone. In gentleness there is quiet strength.
-I struggle with this practice. I am an Enneagram 8 which means I move towards conflict.
Healthy 8’s move towards conflict well. Unhealthy 8’s do not. My personality finds intimacy
in conflict. When someone wants to push back on me, I feel loved and seen. Going back
and forth with someone for hours on an important topic is what I call a good time. I know
most of you think I’m crazy. 8’s value justice above all else. We think the truth is worth
fighting for, literally.
But what I am still learning is that responding to anger or energy with more energy does
not end well. It certainly does not change minds. In my most important relationships, my
marriage, my children, my close friends, I can sometimes win the argument but lose the
war. This is what the sages try to tell us. This is what they have learned from many
lifetimes of experience: Gentleness that oﬀers space for grace wins the day.
-Ministry provides continual opportunities to respond to angry people. I used to coach a
large team of staﬀ that ran our church’s birth through high school age ministries. We had
thousands of kids involved. We regularly encountered parents who were angry about
something. I would prep these young staﬀ for those hard meetings. I would often join
them as a silent partner. I warned them to not go into the meetings ready to do battle. I
had tried that many times and it never worked. It only made things worse. I would
encourage them to listen, ask questions, ask forgiveness, find common ground, give space
for grace, be gentle. In almost every occasion, that posture lowered the temperature, led
to resolution, and often changed minds.
-This week someone will come at you with energy and anger. It could be family member
or a roommate, it could be a co-worker, it could be a friend, it could be someone on social
media. Your natural response will be to take the bait and respond with equal or greater
energy or anger. My challenge to all of us is – respond gently. Don’t stir the pot, calm the
waters. Don’t troll, or poke, or get snarky, or exploit weakness. Give them the benefit of
the doubt. Believe the better story. Give space for grace. Ask how you can help carry what
they are carrying. Be gentle. I promise you it will go well.
Closing
-Jesus, the Gentle One, deals gently with each of us. That is His heart. That is who He is.
There is no better example of His gentleness than the cross. Jesus responds to our sin, our
brokenness and our weakness with gentleness. His work on the cross is gentle. It provides
space for grace. In bearing our burdens and lightening our load, the Gentle One provides
rest for our souls.
-Jesus’ call is for anyone and everyone. Some of may have thought that you weren’t fit to
follow Jesus and be His disciple. You may have thought Jesus’ oﬀer of abundant life was
only for VIPs. That is not so. Jesus said – come to me all you who are weary and burdened
and enter rest. Are you weary and burdened? I know I am. Come to Jesus. He has done the
work. The Gentle One is inviting you to look to Him for life. The Gentle One is inviting you
to follow Him and to enter His rest.
-As you participate in communion, Chelsea and the team are going to sing a song over you
called With Great Gentleness, by Sandra McCracken. Here is part of that song:
Come to Jesus, He will never cast you out
Come you thirsty, put aside your fear, your doubt
With great gentleness, with great gentleness

He draws you, how He draws you,
See how He draws you to Himself.
Let this song and the celebration of communion be our invitation to bring all of our
weariness and burdens to the Gentle One so that we may find rest for our souls.

