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Russell H. BOWERS, Jr. 

HONEYCOMB 5/1 (October 2004): 47--67 

Gentle Strength: 
A Model 

for Ministry 

W hat does a Christian minister look like? Is he a strongman 
with big muscles and a cold stare? Or is she a nurse quietly 
caring for her timid young patient? 

The minister as strongman 
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The minister as nurse 

Actually, neither picture tells the whole story. Each tells 
something about what a faithful minister looks like, but each picture 
needs to be balanced by the other. The Christian needs to be both 
strong and gentle. 

To be specific, those who serve in Christ's name must be strong 
in the Christian faith without being arrogant in the way they present it. 
They need to act differently toward mistaken ideas and those who 
believe them. We must hold firmly to our faith while respecting the 
people who believe another. It is important that we learn humility and 
the ability to listen even when we are convinced that we know the 
truth. Christians should interact with non-Christians whenever possible 
rather than withdrawing in isolation from them. 
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The Christian Minister: Strong for the Truth 

Christianity is not a weak faith. The Bible calls for Christians 
to be strong in at least three ways: discernment, decisiveness, and 
deeds. That is, we are to be strong in mind, strong in will, and strong 
in action. 

Discernment 
The Bible tells us we should not try to blend our Christian faith 

with anti-Christian beliefs into something new with a little bit of each. 
Christianity and anti-Christian beliefs are like oil and water-they do 
not combine. Another thing we should not do is simply choose a faith 
to follow--either Buddhism or Christianity or Islam or Hinduism or 
whatever-without first trying to decide which one is really true. Rather, 
the Christian must be strong in mind to distinguish truth from error. 
Both trying to blend opposite beliefs together, and simply choosing one 
(without struggling to find out which one is true) are forms of mental 
and spiritual laziness. People who are lazy in this way sometimes end 
up believing almost everything. Instead, we need strong minds that we 
use to discern truth from error. And we need strong wills to choose to 
follow the truth, even when family and friends around us want us to do 
otherwise. 

There are many biblical passages that urge us to exercise our 
minds in this way. Here are a few. I Thessalonians 5: 19-21 gives us 
the wise response when we encounter new teaching (or "prophecies"). 
First, do not ignore it (or put out the Spirit's fire by treating it with 
contempt). But second, do not swallow it without thinking: instead, test 
what is said. Third, hold onto whatever you find in it to be good, and 
turn away from whatever in it is wrong (or evil). 

One audience that followed this method was the Jews from 
Berea. 1 When Paul and Silas introduced to them the news about Jesus, 
the Bereans did not ignore it. But neither did they blindly accept it 
without thinking. Rather, they listened to the message with great 
eagerness and then tested it scripturally. They compared Paul's new 
message with what the Bible said. As a result, many believed. 

1Acts 17:10-15. 
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A strong mind is needed not only to help us choose between 
Chnstianity and another faith. After we become Christians we will 
also need to distinguish between true, biblical Christianity on the one 
hand, and groups that claim to be Christian but misunderstand and 
misuse the Bible on the other. The apostle John warned his readers not 
to "believe every spirit, but [to] test the spirits to see whether they are 
from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. "2 

There is a danger that Christians might be "led astray from [their] 
sincere and pure devotion to Christ" and follow "a Jesus other than the 
Jesus [the apostles] preached,"3 or desert "the one who called you by 
the grace of Christ and [tum] to a different gospel-which is really no 
gospel at all."4 Christians must stop thinking like children and think like 
adults.' 

The ability to see the difference between truth and error-or 
better and best-is not something that happens to us all of a sudden 
anq once-for-all. Rather, it is a continual and ever more refined exercise 
throughout our lives as individuals and as churches. That is why Paul 
prayed that the Philippians' love "abound more and more in knowledge. 
and depth of insight, so that [they] may be able to discern what is 
best. ... "" In this verse discernment means choosing what is best when 
we have many good things we could do. Sometimes we have many 
good ways we could go. or good things we could do, but one is better 
than the rest. In these cases we need to say "no" to the good so we 
can say "yes" to the best. The point I want to make here is that 
Christianity calls for many kinds of strength of mind to discern truth 
and excellence from error arid mediocrity. Christianity does not pretend 
all ways are equal. 

Decisiveness 
Once we discover what the truth is, God does not want 

Christians to be half-hearted for it. The Bible calls on us to make a 

2 1 John4:1. 
32 Cor II :3-4. 

~Gal 1:6-7. 

'I Cor 14:20. 

'Phil1:9. 
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strong, decisive, and clear commitment. Biblical Christianity is not for 
the faint of heart. 

Some verses suggest that God would rather people be strong 
in their commitment---even if it is a commitment to error-than be 
indecisive. Joshua wanted Israel to choose their god, even if that meant 
another than Yahweh. 7 Elijah urged an indecisive Israel to go ahead 
and serve Baal if he truly were god, but by all means to stop wavering 
between two opinions. 8 Jesus wished the Laodiceans were either hot 
or cold. 9 If the resurrection is not true we should "eat and drink, for 
tomorrow we die." 10 If we want to be significant for the kingdom of 
God we must deny ourselves. "hate" our natural relatives, take up our 
cross, and follow. 11 Significance does not come to those indecisive 
souls who put their hand to the plow and then look back. 12 Being a 
Christian means being a Christian. not being a Christian and worshipmg 
the spirits or the Buddha at the same time. 

7Josh24:14--15. 
8 1Ki18:21. 
9Rev 3:15. 
101 Cor 15:30. 
11 Lk 9:23~27; 14:26-27. "Love" and "hate" are sometimes used in the 

Bible not to describe feelings of"affection'' and "revulsion," but the dispas
sionate notions of "choose" and "reject." Thm in Mal 1 :2~5 God "loved'' 
Jacob but "hated" Esau. The issue here seems to be more of choice than of 
emotion. as Paul's use in Rom 9:10~13 makes clear-''Yet, before the twins 
were born or had done anything good or bad-in order that God's purpose in 
election might stand: not by works but by him who calls-she was told, 'The 
older will serve the younger.' Just as it is written: 'Jacob I loved [i.e., chose], 
but Esau I hated' [i.e., rejected as covenant partner]." Similarly, Jesus did not 
urge his disciples to loathe money. Proverbs in particular speaks of its value. 
Rather. since we cannot serve two masters. we hate [reJect service to] the one 
and love [choose to serve] the other. In Luke, ·'hate" cannot mean a strong 
emotional distaste for one's parents, smce that would contradict the rest of 
scripture, especially the command to honor one's parents. Rather the disciple 
"hates" his parents in the sense of not giving first place to their wishes, but 
choosing instead to follow Christ. 

1'-Lk9:62'. 
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Deeds 
Having exercised critical strength of mind to discern the truth 

and decisive strength of will to side with it, the Christian is urged to 
demonstrate active strength of doing. She is to live for the truth. 

This is true, first, for all of life in general. But in particular the 
Bible requires the Christian community to stand against wrong religious 
ideas. Being strong for the truth includes being strong against wrong. 
When some Jews tried to force Gentile Christians to be circumcised 
and obey the Old Testament Law, Paul and Barnabas entered into 
"sharp dispute and debate with them." 13 The false Jewish teaching 
stirred up in the apostles a sense of urgency to show how wrong it 
was. This is because false teaching is not an innocent difference of 
opinion about things that don't really matter. Rather, false teaching can 
both destroy the faith of individuals and ruin whole households. 14 Only 
by watching his doctrine closely can the Lord's servant save both himself 
and his hearers. 15 Consequently early church leaders did not smilingly 
welcome wrong doctrine and practice but vigorously opposed them, 
even if doing so meant publicly opposing the chief of the apostles. 16 

The glorified Lord commended Ephesus for exposing false apostles. 
By contrast he rebuked Pergamum for having people who held to the 
teaching of Balaam and the Nicolaitans, and Thyatira for tolerating 
"that woman Jezebel" who called herself a prophetess. 17 Swerving 
from true doctrine can lead to loss of reward, and welcoming those 
who teach it entails sharing in their wicked work. 18 Early church leaders 
felt compelled to urge their followers to "contend for the faith that was 
once for all entrusted to the saints." 19 

To summarize: truth and error in religious teachings is an 
important matter. The biblical Christian needs to be strong in mind to 

13Acts I5:2. 
142 Tim2: I8; Tit 1: II. 
15 I Tim4:I6. 
16Gal2:11-21. 
17Rev 2:2, 20. 
182 John 7-11. 
19Jude 3. 
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discern the truth, strong in will to commit himself exclusively to it, and 
strong in action to promote the truth and expose error. The strongman 
does in fact represent one part of Christian leadership and ministry. 

The Christian Minister: Gentle with People 

But does the strongman tell the whole story? In particular, 
how should we display our strength? The Christian minister must be 
strong as far as the truth is concerned. But what is his behavior like 
toward people? 

The General Pattern 
The general pattern is gentleness. Both in its commands and 

in its examples, the New Testament urges gentleness as the way to 
commend truth and expose error. The scriptures do not encourage us 
to be proud and combative as we proclaim the gospel. 

2 Timothy 2:23-26. 2 Timothy is probably Paul's last letter. 
In it the apostle instructs his student how to carry on the ministry after 
he himself is gone. The letter introduces the pattern of combining 
strength for the truth with gentleness toward people. 

In this passage, we see the idea of strength for the truth 
emerges when Paul says that God did not give us a spirit of timidity. 
Therefore Timothy should not be ashamed to speak about the Lord, but 
strong enough to join Paul in suffering for the gospel."0 He must keep 
the pattern of sound teaching, and guard the good deposit that was 
entrusted to him.21 Strong in God's grace, Timothy is to pass the content 
of Christian faith on to others,22 taking care to handle it accuratelyY 
Giving his mind in this way to good teaching, he should shun foolish 
arguments. 24 

But how should Timothy carry out this ministry of strength for 
the truth? 

"
02 Tim 1:7-8. 

21 2Tim 1:13-14. 
222 Tim2:1-2, 14a. 
2'2 Tim2:15. 
242 Tim2·:14b, 16, 23. 
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[T)he Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to 
everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who oppose him he 
must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance 
leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to 
their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has taken 
them captive to do his will. 25 

The Greek word translated "quarrel" means first to fight physically, 
and second to fight with our words: quarrel. wrangle. dL\pute. It 
therefore implies a serious conflict, intensive and bitter. The servant of 
the Lord must not engage in such combativeness. Rather, he or she 
must be "kind," a word that the Greek New Testament uses to describe 
the way a mother cares for her little children.26 She is not harsh with 
them, but patient and soothing, even when she needs to be persistent in 
instruction or correction. Here is where the image of the nurse calming 
a young patient, rather than the strongman lifting his barb~ll, is 
appropriate. Further, the Christian minister must be "not resentful," 
meaning able to endure difficulties without becoming angry or 
upset. Rejecting resentment, the strong servant of the scriptures 
"gently" instructs his opponents. The word behind "gently" means 
gentleness of attitude and behavior in contrast with harshness in 
ones dealings with others. 

Chapter four repeats this pattern of strong for the truth, gentle 
with people. In view of the wickedness of the last days and the 
persecution that awaits the godly,27 as well as the tendency of people 
to prefer smooth talk to sound teaching,28 the Christian leader is to 
preach the word (i.e., be strong for the truth). 29 He must capitulate 
neither to evil nor to the spirit of the age. But again we ask. how is he 
to preach the word? "With great patience and careful instruction." 
The word translated "patience" means longsuffering, the prolonged 
restraint of passion, anger. or rage. It is "a state of emotional calm in 

252 Tim2:24-26. 
261 Thess 2:7. 
272 Tim3. 
282 Tim4:3--4. 
292Tim4:2. 
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the face of provocation or misfortune and without complaint or 
irritation. "30 Timothy and we who follow him must not get quickly 
angry with those who oppose us, but suffer long under their criticism or 
ridicule: not to shout, scold, or rely on sarcasm, but to reply with careful 
instruction. Strong commitment to the truth does not require that we 
act inappropriately toward opponents. Strong for the truth ... but gentle 
with people. 

1 Peter 3:15-16. Peter says the same thing. Peter opens 
these verses by saying that his readers should 1) in their hearts set 
apart Christ as lord, and 2) always be prepared to explain and defend 
their hope. This is being strong for the truth: strong in mind to be able 
to give a reason, and strong in will in decisively choosing to make Christ 
lord of one's life. 

"Gentle with people" follows in the apostle's instructions 
regarding how this strong, reasoned defense of one's faith is to be 
made: "with gentleness and respect.. .. " For "gentleness" Peter 
employs the same word that Paul did in 1 Thessalonians 2.31 The 
word translated "respect" is a word that is more often translated "fear." 
It sometimes meant the panic that prompts a person to flee. It could 
also be used to describe profound awe for a god. Because of who God 
is, people treat him with fear and respect. That is the kind of attitude 
we should have toward other people, even those who question our 
Christian faith. We should neither be flippant, sarcastic, haughty, nor 
disinterested. Paul suggests the same when he teaches that we should 
"show true humility toward all men,"32 and James when he warns 
against cursing men.33 

30Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, eds., Greek-English Lexi
con of the New Testament based on Semantic Domains in Bible Windows 6.0 
(Cedar Hill, Texas: Silver Mountain Software, 2001), s.v. ll<XKpo8u!!\.a, ar;J 
patience 25.167. 

31 The word is used eleven times in the NT: 1 Cor4:21; 2 Cor 10: 1; Gal 
5:23;6:1;Eph4:2;Col3:12;2Tim2:25;Tit3:2;Jas 1:21;3:13; 1 Pet3:16. Seealso 
relatedwordsinMatt5:5; 11:29;21:5;andin 1 Tim6:11. 

32Tit 3:2 
33Jas 3:9_:_12. 
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Reasons to Deal Gently 
But why be gentle? Why not be strong in our dealings with 

people, just as we are strong in our commitment to the truth? The 
Bible suggests several reasons: 

We Also Have Weaknesses. In describing Old Testament 
worship, Hebrews says that high priest "is able to deal gently with 
those who are ignorant and are going astray, since he himself is subject 
to weakness."34 Recalling our own sinfulness is good medicine to 
cure us from the sickness of pride. Paul says the same when reminds 
Titus that "[a]t one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and 
enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures. We lived in malice and 
envy, being hated and hating one another. "35 Both our present 
weaknesses and past follies should incline us toward humility and the 
gentle treatment of those who are themselves going astray. 

Others May Be Right. Some Christians believe that they 
have all the truth and only the truth, whereas everything that everyone 
else believes is wrong. Neither is true. 

Abraham is one of the most honored people we read about in 
the Old Testament. He was the founder of the Jewish nation and is 
"the father of all who believe."36 His faith made him the friend of 
God.37 Yet these things did not make him always right. 

On one occasion Abraham moved to Gerar. There he lied 
about his wife. and Sarah ended up in Abimelech's harem. To fix this 
problem, God did not speak to Abraham but, of all people, to a Philistine 
king! 38 Through his lack of faith and reliance on improper schemes, 
Abraham had made himself incapable of hearing God's voice on how 
to resolve the present crisis. God instead warned Abimelech, who 
immediately restored Sarah, and indirectly rebuked Abraham at the 
same time. Abraham, the believer, the covenant partner, the friend of 

34Heb 5:2. 

·'
5Tit 3:3. 

36Rom4:11-12, 16-17. 
37Jas 2:23. 
38Gen 20:1; 21:22,34. Cp. Isaac's experience with another Abimelech 

inGen26:1. 



Gentle Strength 57 

God and father of all who believe, only heard God's voice on this 
occasion through the mouth of a pagan, Philistine king. He had lied 
because he falsely assumed, as Christians sometimes do today, that 
there was "no fear of God in this place"39 -among the non-believers 
with whom he lived. 

This instance is not the only one in the Bible. Josiah was a 
godly king of Judah, who "did what was right in the eyes of Yahweh 
and walked in the ways of his father David, not turning aside to the 
right or to the left."40 The Bible says that "[n]either before nor after 
Josiah was there a king like him who turned to Yahweh as he did-with 
all his heart and with all his soul and with all his-strength, in accordance 
with all the Law ofMoses."41 

By contrast, the Pharaohs of Egypt are not generally pictured 
as being very close to God. Yet when Egypt's Pharaoh Neco marched 
out to fight Babylon, he warned Josiah not to oppose him: "God has 
told me to hurry; so stop opposing God, who is with me, or he will 
destroy you." Tragically, the Bible says that Josiah "would not listen to 
what Neco had said at God's command but went to fight him on the 
plain of Megiddo." He was shot by archers and died.42 The godly 
king had refused to listen to God's voice coming from an unexpected 
source. 

Jesus observed that "the people of this world are more shrewd 
in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light."43 

Proverbs says we should learn from ants.44 Even donkeys and stones 
may on occasion have things to say.45 Only if we have more faith and 
a closer walk with God than did Abraham, and more zeal for Yahweh 
than did Josiah, can we afford to ignore those outside our community 

wisdom. 

39Gen 20: 11. 
402 Chron 34:1. 
412Ki23:25 
422 Chron 35:20-24. 
43Lk 16:8. The word translated "shrewd" implies showing practical 

44Prov 6:6--11. 
45Nmn22:28-31;Lk 19:40. 
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of faith. Though the believing community may be the usual way God 
speaks to us, it may not be the only way. 

Abusive Speech is the Tool of False Teachers. Although 
some people think that the louder and more forcefully someone speaks, 
the truer his words must be, there is actually no relationship between 
loudness and truth. Slander and abusive speech are the tools of false 
teachers, who use them to cover up the weakness of their arguments 
and persuade the simple-minded to follow them. It is "godless men" 
and "dreamers" who "slander [even] celestial beings" and "speak 
abusively against whatever they do not understand." They stand in 
sharp contrast with the archangel Michael, who dared not bring a 
slanderous accusation against even so obvious an enemy as Satan.46 

Peaceful Words Coupled with Godly Living is the Wise 
Pattern. On the contrary, the wise teacher controls his tongue, not 
using it to "curse men, who have been made in God's likeness." He 
demonstrates his wisdom "by his good life, by deeds done in the humility 
that comes from wisdom." Heavenly wisdom is neither envious nor 
ambitious; but pure, peace-loving, and considerate. 47 

Jesus Dealt Gently. This is the way Jesus ministered. In 
seeking to paint a picture of Jesus' ministry Matthew quoted Isaiah: 

Here is my servant whom I have chosen, the one I love, in whom I 
delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the 
nations. He will not quarrel or cry out; no one will hear his voice in 
the streets. A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick 
he will not snuff out, till he leads justice to victory. In his name the 
nations will put their hope. 48 

Verse 19 does not mean Jesus said nothing at all, for the previous verse 
speaks ofhis proclaimingjustice. Rather, the picture is one "of gentleness 
and humility ( 11 :29), of quiet withdrawal ... and a presentation of his 
messiahship that is neither arrogant nor brash. "49 When Peter wants 
to summarize Jesus' ministry, he talks about "how God anointed Jesus 

46Jude 8-10. Cp. nearly identical words in 2 Pet 2:10-12. 
47Jas 3:9-18. 
48Matt 12:18-21. Cp. Isa42:1-4. 
49D. A. Carson, "Matthew," in The Expositors Bible Commentary, 
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of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around 
doing good and healing .... "50 The normal patter Jesus followed was 
not one of confrontation. 

When to Break the Pattern 
There were, however, occasions when Jesus did speak harshly. 

In Matthew 23 he pronounced seven woes against the teachers of the 
law and Pharisees, whom he named hypocrites, sons ofhell, blind guides 
and fools, whitewashed tombs, snakes, and a brood of vipers. This is 
not exactly the softest approach. In addition to Jesus, one can think of 
Elijah with the prophets ofBaa!,S' Paul with Elymas,S2 and Isaiah with 
idol worshippers. 53 Why on these occasions did God's ministers depart 
so dramatically from the normal pattern of gentleness? 

One key seems to be that people who are scolded harshly are 
those who should have known better. The lawyers and Pharisees had 
long studied God's law; their godlessness was the result not of lack of 
opportunity, but of willful misreading. Elymas was a Jew who also 
should have had access to the truth, but who instead turned to false 
prophecy and sorcery. Paul's treatment of him differed greatly from 
the way he pleaded with the pagans in Acts 14:11-18 without scolding 
them. The Israelites whom Elijah confronted should have known 
Yahweh. The idolaters Isaiah ridiculed had failed to do the most basic 
kind of thinking. 54 Their guilt thus exposed them to rebuke rather than 
entreaty. 

Second, those who were scolded had not fooled themselves 
only, but were often leading others astray. The lawyers and Pharisees 
were not just blind, but blind guides. Elymas was deterring Sergius 
Paulus from the truth. Paul personally opposed Peter in the presence 

gen. ed. Frank E. Grebelein, CD ROM ed. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, n.d.), on 
Matt 12:15-21. 

50 Acts 10:38. 
51 1Ki18:27. 
52Acts 13:9-11. 
53lsa 44:9-20. 
54See esp.lsa44:19-20. 
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of others (implying a possible loss of face for Peter) because "other 
Jews joined him in his hypocrisy" and "even Barnabas was led astray."55 

He later urged Titus to sharply rebuke legalists "because they are ruining 
whole households."56 

We may conclude that the general pattern for ministry
certainly the initial approach-is that of gentleness. This is what the 
teaching passages say and what many examples and stories illustrate. 
There are, however, occasions when people so irresponsibly and actively 
embrace error that they must be opposed as strongly as the doctrines 
they promote. 

Three Mechanics of Gentleness 

Separate the Person from the Problem. 
The preferred procedure, however, and the one that should be 

followed first, is to distinguish between a false teaching and the person 
who happens to hold it. The false teaching is the problem; the person 
is not. 

In their book on negotiation, Fisher, Ury, and Patton devote a 
chapter to separating the person from the problem. 57 They remind us 
that negotiators are people first, and that every negotiator has two kinds 
of interests-those dealing with the substance of the negotiation, and 
those dealing with relationships among the negotiators. The chapter 
concludes by asserting, "Separating the people from the problem is not 
something you can do once and forget about; you have to keep working 
at it. The basic approach is to deal with the people as human beings 
and with the problem on its own merits. "58 

55Gal2: 11-13. This text does not include the kind of stinging words 
of rebuke in the previous examples, but does suggest a rather sharp and 
immediate confrontation with the putative chief of the apostles. 

56Tit 1: 1(}.-13. 
57Roger Fisher, William Ury, and Bruce Patton, Getting to Yes: Nego

tiating Agreement Without Giving In, 2nd ed., (Boston: Houghton Miffiin, 
1991 ). Chapter two, "Separate the People from the Problem," occupies pages 
17-39, and is the leading chapter in Part II, "The Method." 

58Jbid., 39. 
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McGrath picks up this attitude toward negotiating business 
differences and adapts it to Christian apologetics.59 He suggests the 
following: 

Suppose you are talking to a lifelong atheist about his ideas. 
The superficial agenda may be about whether or not God exists. But 
beneath the surface, there may be a conflict going on within this 
person, unnoticed. Thoughts like this might be flashing through his 
mind: "I've been an atheist for twenty-five years now. That's a long 
time. And everyone knows that I'm an atheist. Ifi change my mind 
now, people will laugh at me. I'll lose face. My personal reputation is 
tied up with my atheistic views. I'm locked into this situation. 
Somehow, my atheism and my personal identity have become mixed 
up with each other. Ifl change my mind on this one, I'll somehow be 
condemning my whole past." The apologist can very easily reinforce 
such prejudices through a tactless and insensitive approach to the 
matter.60 

To reduce the likelihood of making the problem worse, McGrath suggests 
first separating the people from the problem, and then making it easy 
for the people to change their minds. 

Scripture seems to support this approach. Returning to 2 
Timothy 2:24-26, we see that Paul urges gentle treatment of the erring 
person in the hope that he will abandon his wrong ideas. The enemy 
in this case is the devil who has ensnared those who oppose true 
doctrine. Gentle instruction and God's intervention may open the eyes 
of the blind to see and accept the truth. 2 Corinthians 4:1-6 says much 
the same thing. 61 

59 Alister E. McGrath, Intellectuals Don~ Need God & Other Mod
ern Myths: Building Bridges to Faith through Apologetics (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1993), 88-92. 

601bid., 88. 
61 ln 2 Cor 4 Paul talks about how the god of this age has blinded the 

minds of unbelievers. He is therefore the problem, as well as the doctrine he 
teaches. The proper response is to set forth the truth plainly and commend 
oneself to every man's conscience, preaching Jesus as Lord and themselves 
as servants. Both the above phrases fit the pattern of being strong for the 
truth yet gentle on people. 
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Gentleness may seem to be merely an attitude, a behavior that 
is hard to describe in precise terms. But there are procedures that can 
be used to assure a gentle approach. Separating the person from the 
problem is one. Listening before speaking, and using familiar terms 
are two more. Taken together they promote a sense that the speaker 
is not so self-satisfied that he says what he wants to say with a careless 
"Take it or leave it" attitude. 

Listen Before Speaking. 
"He who answers before listening-that is his folly and his 

shame."62 There is wisdom in hearing and understanding another 
before talking with her, especially if the speaker wishes to discuss 
worldview or religion. Failure to do so may lead to needless 
misunderstanding or offense. 

Paul practiced this approach by not just looking, but looking 
carefully at the Athenians' shrines before addressing the Areopagus.63 

This occasion reflected his overall strategy of becoming all things to all 
people in order to win as many as possible. His goal was not to dump 
a pile of words on an audience without caring whether they understood 
or not, but to win as many converts as possible.64 

There are what may be called "[ s )tandard techniques of good 
listening." These are 

to pay close attention to what is said, to ask the other party to spell 
out carefully and clearly exactly what they mean, and to request that 
ideas be repeated if there is any ambiguity or uncertainty. Make it 
your task while listening not to phrase a response, but to understand 
them as they see themselves. Take in their perceptions, their needs, 
and their constraints. 65 

Such active, detailed listening does not necessarily mean that 
we agree with what is being said. 

62Prov 18:13. 
63Acts 17:23. 
641 Cor9:19-22. 
65Fisher, Ury, and Patton, Getting to Yes, 34. 
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Understanding is not agreeing. One can at the same time understand 
perfectly and disagree completely with what the other side is saying. 
But unless you can convince them that you do grasp how they see it, 
you may be unable to explain your viewpoint to them. Once you 
have made their case for them, then come back with the problems you 
find in their proposal. 66 

We may, in fact, disagree strongly with another, and yet do well to 
listen and understand. 

The reason [entering into another's world view] is important is that 
we want to get at the facts. What Hitler thought and felt and did were 
facts. The inner facts about Hitler help to explain a lot of the outer 
ones, and we need to know the iniler Hitler as well as we can, if we 
wish to understand the terrible history of those times. Likewise if we 
wish to explore the nature of Buddhism we need to get at the meanings 
which are held by the Buddhist texts and Buddhist people. Our 
views are not facts about them, but facts about us. Later, when we 
have found what Buddhist Buddhism is we can shape our own.67 

Present Christ in Familiar Terms. 
Those who place high value on their content but little on their 

audience often speak their message in forms familiar to themselves, 
whether or not they communicate. Who cares if I have made what I 
have to say attra~tive, understandable, or relevant to my listeners? I 
have made my grand speech. What I said was clear enough to me. If 
they want to understand it, they will simply have to work harder to be 
able to do so. 

Perhaps this overstates the case. But the effective 
communicator-the gentle communicator-will learn as much as 
possible about her audience as well as her subject. She will then tailor 
the latter to fit the former. Gentleness with people includes understanding 
them and making their work oflistening easier. 

Recently I attended a meeting for rural Asian pastors, many 
illiterate, some from restrictive political contexts. These were people 

66Ibid., 35. 
61N"inian Smart, Religion and the Western Mind (Albany: State Uni

versity ofNew York Press, 1987), 4. 
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hungry for encouragement, worship, and basic instruction. The seminar 
had been organized by a wealthy, well-known Western evangelistic 
organization, and met in our capital city. No doubt the organization's 
intentions were noble. But w~en the opening speaker talked about 
their live satellite simulcasts to a long list of nations, he left his audience 
confused and hungry still. By contrast, he was followed by another 
who talked for three or four minutes: "Brothers, some of us know how 
to use the toilets, and others do not. Those who do must not laugh at 
those of us who do not, but rather help them learn. And here in the city, 
it is impolite to spit on the walls or floor of the hotel. I know some of 
you do that in your villages, but here is not a good testimony to do so. If 
you have to spit, use your bathroom or go outside, but do not spit on the 
walls or floor of the hotel." The second speaker knew his audience. 
His words, though lacking the great learning and flowery speech of the 
first, accomplished much more. 

God has worked not only to communicate with humanity, but 
to make his communicati_on plain. This is a major purpose of the 
incarnation, when Jesus came to earth in the flesh. No one has ever 
"seen" God in his essence and glory-with either the physical eye or 
the eye of the mind. The best we can hope for is that he put us in a 
cleft in the rock and cover us with his hand until he has passed by. 
Then he can remove his hand so we can "see" his back, but never his 
face. 68 Because God in his nature and character is so much greater 
than we are-living "in unapproachable light"-no one has seen or 
can see him.69 The incarnation was God's method of communicating 
himself in a form you and I could grasp. "God, the One and Only, who 
is at the Father's side, has made him known. "70 

68Jn 1:18;Ex33:22-23. 
69 1 Tim6:16. 
70Jn 1:18. The word behind "has made known" means explain fully, 

give a detailed report. It stands behind the English exegete and exegesis. 
The job of the biblical exegete is to "lead out" the meaning of a text-neither 
to add to nor subtract from nor alter it-but to explain the text and its implica
tions fully. So Christ has cOme to "exegete" the Father, who otherwise would 
have remained much more largely unknown. 



Gentle Strength 65 

Jesus spoke in familiar terms-talking about wells and water 
with the woman ofSychar; seeds, weeds, and crops with his agricultural 
audiences. Paul dressed his identical message in different clothing 
when speaking to Jews and Greeks, making it easy for each group to 
hear. 71 Gentleness with people entails fitting our message to our 
hearers. 

Dealing With Opponents 

Ministering in such a way that we are strong for the truth but 
gentle with its adversaries is likely to raise opposition. Non-Christians 
will most likely object to our being strong for the truth; whereas fellow 
Christians may suspect that a gentle approach means that we are 
compromising somehow. How should we handle these objections? 

Non-Christian Opponents. 
Most religions believe that they alone are right. Even those 

like Baha'i that say that all religions are valuable reject the exclusive 
claims of any particular one, insisting that their all-embracive approach 
alone is valid. The exclusive claims of Christ will inevitably clash with 
those who believe other faiths. 

When this happens we may recall that it is not necessary to be 
combative when opposing error, even though we don't believe it. 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego remained respectful even when 
they refused to worship Nebuchadnezzar 's golden image. They simply 
stated their commitment to Yahweh and refusal to bow to any other 
god. Three chapters later, in Daniel 6, Darius outlawed prayer except 
to himself. Daniel made no public scene in response, but simply 
continued his own faithful practice. When Festus raised his voice and 
accused Paul of insanity, the apostle did not reply in the same way. He 
merely answered that what he was saying was "true and reasonable," 
properly addressing him as "most excellent Festus."72 More strikingly, 

71 Compare Acts 13:14-43 with Acts 17:16-34. 
72Acts 26:25. In New Testament times, "most excellent" was an 

honorary form of address to high officials. By application, Christians today 
should use such honorific titles, where appropriate, in addressing their non
Christian objectors. 



66 HONEYCOMBS/I (October2004) 

when the cured Namaan apologized in advance for bowing down (in 
body, not in heart) with the king in the temple ofRimmon, Elisha (who 
was no compromiser) told him, "Go in peace."73 All of these disagreed 
without being disagreeable. 

Christian Opponents. 
By contrast, Christians are more likely to object to a gentleness 

that seems to get evangelists too close to their unbelieving audiences, 
because they suspect that getting close in this way involves compromise. 
Jesus' foes repeatedly accused him of befriending tax collectors and 
sinners, forgetting that it is the sick who need a physician.74 and failing 
to grasp how deep God's love is for the lost, and how far he goes to win 
them back.75 Jewish Christians criticized Peter for eating with the 
uncircumcised. The apostle had to explain in detail to them the certainty 
of God's call to visit Cornelius, and Cornelius' conversion that tollowed. 76 

Therefore it is not surprising that some Christians today criticize others 
for getting too close to outsiders they are trying to reach. 

When this happens, each side should assume the best of the 
other side, recalling that in this disputable matter as in others, Christians 
may in good faith adopt different positions. Unless compromise or sin 
are clearly and biblically at stake, Christians should not despise or 
condemn others whose practice is different. Each will one day give an 
account of himself, not of others. 77 

732 Ki 5:15-19. 
74See, e.g., Matt9: 10--13. 
75Lk 15:1-2 and the three stories that follow. 
76 Acts 11:1-18. The story is told twice, because it was hard for early 

first-century Jewish Christians to believe that God truly loved and accepted 
the Gentiles as Gentiles. 

77Rom 14:1-15:4. 
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Conclusion 

Gentleness without strength robs us of a sure message. Strength 
without gentleness builds walls rather than doorways into the hearts of 
our hearers. The effective, biblical minister will use both-the strength 
of discernment, decisiveness. and deeds when the tssue is truth; the 
gentleness of separating, listening, and adapting when the issue is 
presenting that truth to people. 
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