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[2]
Galatians 5:22–23 (ESV)

22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 
gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.

Today we are going to see what God’s Word says about growing in gentleness. The Bible doesn’t have 
a lot to say about the topic, but we do know that one of the attributes of God is that he is gentle. 

[3]
Isaiah 30:18–19 (ESV)

18 Therefore the Lord waits to be gracious to you, and therefore he exalts himself to show mercy 
to you. For the Lord is a God of justice; blessed are all those who wait for him. 19 For a people 
shall dwell in Zion, in Jerusalem; you shall weep no more. He will surely be gracious to you at 
the sound of your cry. As soon as he hears it, he answers you.

Think about that for a minute. For me, I experience some cognitive dissonance when I think about God 
being gentle. It’s hard to reconcile that a God, who is all-powerful, who created the heavens and the 
earth, and who could snuff out all of creation with just one word, could at the same time be gentle. 

Why does he hold back his power? Why doesn’t he just wipe us all out again? Look at all the terrible 
atrocities that are taking place around the world. Why doesn’t he just get fed up again and put us out of 
our misery? What is holding him back? Why does treat us with gentleness? He has the power to 
choose, so the obvious reason is because at his very core he is love. Love is the motive for everything 
he does. And love should be the motive for everything we do as well. 

The problem, though, is, for a number of reasons, this is not natural for us. We get things backwards 
sometimes. We tend to think the more power we have the more right we have to make people squirm.

Let me tell you a story about a guy I knew many years ago. Gentleness was not exactly a strong suit for 
him. As a matter of fact, he saw gentleness as a weakness instead of a strength. From a very young 
age he had made a vow to himself that he would never be taken advantage of, that he would never let 
anyone hurt him. And because of that vow, he was always on guard. He actually expected that people 
would want to hurt him. He could not imagine that anyone could have good intentions toward him, so 
he, consequently, kept people at a distance.

He was shaped by this narrative over years of learning, as a child, that life was not safe. And if he was 
going to survive he would have to take care of himself because nobody else would. He was alone in a 
world where he didn’t belong. It was him against the world.

Those beliefs caused him to always be ready for a fight. He would back down from no one. To back 
down would be to concede defeat and he could never allow himself to be on the losing side of any fight. 
These attitudes followed him into every area of his life; his friends, his acquaintances, his colleagues, 
and even his marriage. If someone disagreed with him about anything or had a difference of opinion he 
took that as a challenge to his worth as a human being, and his guard would immediately be raised to 
protect his honour.
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Here’s the strange thing; he didn’t see any of this as wrong. It didn’t cross his mind that he had 
unhealthy ways of dealing with people. He wouldn’t say this consciously, but deep down in his heart of 
hearts the most important thing for him was to survive and protect himself from everyone. As long as he 
came out on top that is all that mattered. If someone got hurt in the process it was their fault for 
opposing him. 

Let’s be clear, this guy was a Christian. He was a disciple of Jesus and yet he did not, in the first half of 
his life, see any incongruity between his behaviour and the teachings of Jesus. As time went on though 
the Lord began to show him that the ways he sought to justify his existence and defend himself were 
antithetical to everything Jesus was about, and if he was going to move further along in his discipleship 
he would need a paradigm shift. The words of Jesus, where he said those who exalted themselves 
would be humbled and those who humbled themselves would be exalted, crashed into his heart like a 
comet.

From that point on he began to see his reflection in the Word of God. And he didn’t like what he saw. 
He saw that his anger was a problem. His defensiveness was keeping him from having meaningful 
relationships. And his belief that everyone had ill intentions toward him kept him from growing in love. 
As a matter of fact, he soon began to realize that it was impossible to love others, or for that matter, be 
loved by others, if he was constantly trying to protect himself from them.

He went through several years of excruciatingly painful lessons unlearning some of those false beliefs, 
and learning some life changing revolutionary truths of freedom, hope and love. He discovered a lot of 
things on his journey, among them was the fact that this unlearning and relearning process would never 
end. But, if he really believes Jesus when he said that life is about relationships and growing in our 
capacity to love God and others, the effort is well worth it.

You may have guessed by now that the person I’ve been describing is me. You need to know that the 
things I have been talking about in the Galatians series are not theoretical. I am just like you. I have 
stumbled along in my fifty-four years. I have made many many mistakes and I will continue to stumble 
along, but let me reiterate that it is worth the pain and effort to unlearn unhealthy beliefs that keep us 
from having meaningful relationships, and becoming the person God intends us to be.

We are all going to have to unlearn some unhealthy false beliefs and habits. Depending on the 
environment you were raised in, to some degree or another we think we need to claw and grasp and 
climb and fight to establish ourselves and make sure our rights are not abused. That way of living is 
actually counter productive. We think by protecting ourselves we are fighting for joy and happiness, but 
in reality when we live like that we keep the vault of our hearts locked so tightly that meaningful 
relationships are impossible, and hence joy remains elusive.

Take a look at the attitude of Jesus.
[4]

Philippians 2:5–11 (ESV)

5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied himself, by 
taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human 
form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

He didn’t claw and grasp and fight for his rightful place. He lived counterintuitively and gave up his 
rights so that meaningful relationships were possible. Jesus was gentle.
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Gentleness is another fruit that will grow in us as we walk with Jesus. The first thing we need in order to 
grow in gentleness is to know it is not okay to be ungentle. I was oblivious to that for far too many 
years. And I still struggle. My default position is still to protect myself and make sure I come out on top. 
But as I have been walking with Jesus he has been teaching me to surrender my will to his and let him 
take over when my old self rears its ugly head and wants to react with harsh words, or defend myself. I 
don’t always get it right, but Jesus is not finished with me yet.

Let’s read some verses about gentleness and then we are going to take a look a passage of Scripture 
where Jesus exemplified gentleness when others were doing the opposite. Some of the verses don’t 
use the word ‘gentleness” in the ESV, which we are going to read from, but other translations do. Pay 
careful attention to what God is saying through these passages and you will see just how important 
gentleness is for the disciple of Jesus. It is one of the fruit that will grow in us if we are walking with him.

[5]
Proverbs 15:1 (ESV)

1 A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.

Our natural way, when someone attacks us with harsh words is to fight fire with fire. Without even 
thinking we shoot a harsh word back and things escalate from there. Now, depending on your 
personality you are going to naturally react in one of two ways when you are attacked. We are all 
naturally predisposed to either a fight or flight response when threatened. 

What do you naturally do? I am a fighter. That is what I naturally do. I’m not sure if it’s due to my 
personality, or if stems from learning that the world is not a safe place. I am still learning, when 
someone attacks me with spiteful words, to answer with gentleness, but I am always amazed at the 
difference it makes in de-escalating a potentially explosive encounter when I answer with a gentle word.

Have you been purposeful about learning to use gentle words, and tone of voice to answer people who 
are opposed to you? Out of anything I have been learning in recent years, this is the hardest for me, 
because every ounce of my mind, body and soul wants to fight and defend and win. I have to regularly 
give those evil desires to Jesus. It’s hard, but when I see the fruit I realize just how worth it it is.

[6]
Philippians 4:5 (ESV)

5 Let your reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord is at hand.

Some of your translations will have the English word, ‘gentleness’ in place of ‘reasonableness’. Why is 
this so important that we are gentle with everyone? You mean I need to be gentle even when someone 
is actively trying to hurt me? Because The Lord is at hand. We don’t need to be our own saviour. 

[7]
Paul said in Romans 12:19 (ESV),

19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”

When we act out of anger in un-gentleness, we are trying to do God’s job. The Lord is at hand. Let 
him be God in your life.

[8]
Galatians 6:1 (ESV)

1 Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in 
a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted.
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I have seen so many people over the years use the Bible to be mean and harsh and destroy struggling 
and hurting people. It is hypocrisy at its worst. Some of the things I have seen people say in the name 
of God, truth, and the church are horrendous. I have heard it said that Christians are the only army that 
shoots their wounded.

[9]
1 Timothy 3:1–3 (ESV)

1 The saying is trustworthy: If anyone aspires to the office of overseer, he desires a noble task. 2 
Therefore an overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-
controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, 3 not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not 
quarrelsome, not a lover of money.

[10]
Titus 3:1–2 (ESV)

1 Remind them to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every 
good work, 2 to speak evil of no one, to avoid quarrelling, to be gentle, and to show perfect 
courtesy toward all people.

[11]
James 3:17 (ESV)

17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy 
and good fruits, impartial and sincere.

[12]
James 1:19–20 (ESV)

19 …let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does 
not produce the righteousness of God.

[13]
1 Thessalonians 2:7 (ESV)

7 But we were gentle among you, like a nursing mother taking care of her own children.
[14]

Colossians 3:12 (ESV)

12 Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, 
humility, meekness, and patience,

[15]
Ephesians 4:1–3 (ESV)

1 I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which 
you have been called, 2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another 
in love, 3 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.

[16]
2 Corinthians 10:1 (ESV)

1 I, Paul, myself entreat you, by the meekness and gentleness of Christ…

The main reason that we should see gentleness as a high calling is because Jesus was and is gentle 
and if we are becoming like him in our apprenticeship he will be producing that fruit in us.

[17]
Matthew 11:28–30 (ESV)

�4



28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon 
you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 
30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

In other words, stop clawing, scrambling, fighting, grasping, trying to get to the top of the heap. Those 
who exalt themselves will be humbled and those who humble themselves will be exalted, Jesus said 
(Matthew 23:12; Luke 14:11). The way of Jesus is counterintuitive. He is gentle and lowly in heart. 
Learn from him and you will find rest for your soul. Stop clawing, scrambling, fighting and grasping.

Let’s take a look at a situation in John 8 where Jesus portrayed gentleness in a profound way.
[18]

John 8:1–11 (ESV)

1 But Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. 2 Early in the morning he came again to the temple. All 
the people came to him, and he sat down and taught them. 3 The scribes and the Pharisees 
brought a woman who had been caught in adultery,…

Before we go any further, why did these religious leaders bring this woman to Jesus? Their purpose, of 
course, was to trap Jesus. They used her as bait. To them, she was just a piece of meat. Nothing more. 
They thought their truth was more important than she was. They thought that it was okay to use the 
Scripture as a sword to destroy the very people Jesus came to save through it. That is never okay. 
Jesus was different. Look at how he responded. 

[19]
…and placing her in the midst 4 they said to him, “Teacher, this woman has been caught in the 
act of adultery. 5 Now in the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. So what do you 
say?” 6 This they said to test him, that they might have some charge to bring against him. Jesus 
bent down and wrote with his finger on the ground. 

They actually didn’t need Jesus to affirm their desire to stone this woman. The Mosaic law was in their 
favour. Nobody would have batted an eye if they took her out and stoned her as long as they had two 
witnesses and the other guilty party to stone as well. But, notice that the man is nowhere to be found. 
They weren’t interested in real godly justice. They just used her as bait.

There is a lot of conjecture as to what Jesus wrote on the ground. The fact is any guess would be 
reading into the text, so I’m not going to take the time to talk about that. Whatever he wrote, it got their 
attention.

[20]
7 And as they continued to ask him, he stood up and said to them, “Let him who is without sin 
among you be the first to throw a stone at her.” 8 And once more he bent down and wrote on the 
ground. 9 But when they heard it, they went away one by one, beginning with the older ones, 
and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before him. 

Religious people love to judge. They’ve got God all figured out. They see the world in black and white, 
without any shades of grey, and certainly no colour. They harshly judge, criticize, shame, point their 
fingers and condemn, thinking that God, in his infinite wisdom, has for some strange reason, given 
them the job of judge and jury. It makes them feel good because, they wrongly believe, it justifies their 
existence. And in their minds, they are doing God’s work. They are thinning the herd, culling out all the 
blemished, diseased and imperfect in the flock. They believe there is no reason to be gentle about 
helping a wayward soul, because after all, they don’t deserve it. They have earned what they get. It’s 
twisted stinking thinking because none of us is deserving of God’s mercy. We are all broken. And if he 
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was simply concerned with dispensing justice, each of them would be stoned as well. Jesus was 
different.

[21]
10 Jesus stood up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 
11She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now on 
sin no more.”

Put yourself in the sandals of this woman. She knew she was a sinner. The people who brought her 
knew she was a sinner. And now the whole community knew. She was publicly shamed. Jesus also 
knew she was a sinner. He didn’t deny that. As a matter of fact, after telling her that he does not look at 
her with condemning eyes, the way the religious leaders did, he encouraged her to leave her life of sin.

Can you imagine what this must have been like for her? With those very few gentle, loving words of 
Jesus, I would imagine that all the shame and condemnation she had just experienced from the 
religious elite would have lifted. Jesus gave her hope. He gave her life. He gave her a reason to leave 
her sin and pursue a life that would honour God. That is how we  should be. Gentle, loving, merciful, 
accepting and, yes, truthful. 

Remember what we read in James 1,
[22]

James 1:20 (ESV)

20the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God.

The way we treat people is so important. Anger, judgement, condemnation, and harsh words do not 
produce righteousness. Notice how Jesus treated wounded people when he spoke truth to them. He 
didn’t harshly stab them in the heart with Scripture. He gently, and redemptively restored them.

When I look back at my life and see what Jesus took me from, how can I judge anyone? I can’t. I have 
no right to judge. I have no right to treat people harshly. None of us do. And yet, we sometimes do, 
don’t we? Here’s the good news. Through the grace and power of Jesus and his Spirit who resides in 
those who are in Christ, we can change. This is not theory, friends. I know from experience. I know I am 
a long way from the vision God has for me, but I also know that because of his grace I am not the man I 
once was. Praise God! There is hope for all of us.
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Growing in Gentleness
Learning to Walk in the Freedom of Christ

Galatians 5:22-23; John 8:1-11
Week of April 19th, 2015

Objective of this study: To understand the gentleness of Jesus and become 
more like him.

Worship (5 – 10 minutes)

1. Spend five minutes in silent prayer asking God to prepare your heart for how he wants to speak to 
you. 
2. After the five minutes of silence have someone interrupt the silence and read Isaiah 30:18-19 
meditatively to the group. Then pause for about a minute and let it sink in.
3. Sing a song or two of praise and thanksgiving to God. 

Welcome (5 – 10 minutes)

Describe an experience you have had with the powers of nature.

Word/Work (60 - 75 minutes)

1. What stood out from the sermon?
2. Read or recite Galatians 5:22-23.
3. “We tend to think the power we have the more right we have to make people squirm.” Have you 

seen this played out in your own life? How  so?
4. What are some beliefs or some learning/ vows that keep you from being gentle? 
5. Can you relate to any of Pastor Jeff’s story about himself?

Sermon Quote:
“As time went on though the Lord began to show him that the ways he sought to justify 
his existence and defend himself were antithetical to everything Jesus was about, and if 
he was going to move further along in his discipleship he would need a paradigm shift. 
The words of Jesus, where he said those who exalted themselves would be humbled and 
those who humbled themselves would be exalted, crashed into his heart like a comet.”

6. Is there a paradigm shift you need?

“Depending on the environment you were raised in, to some degree or another we think we 
need to claw and grasp and climb and fight to establish ourselves and make sure our rights are 
not abused. That way of living is actually counter productive.”

7. What have you “clawed and grasped for?” What was the outcome? How did it affect your 
relationships? How did it affect your joy and peace?

8. What are the results of being ungentle?
9. When you feel threatened, are you naturally a “fighter” or a “flight-er”?
10. Read Proverbs 15:1 and James 1:19-20. (This one is important. Spend some time here.)
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Sermon quote: 
“I am still learning, when someone attacks me with spiteful words, to answer with 
gentleness, but I am always amazed at the difference it makes in de-escalating a 
potentially explosive encounter when I answer with a gentle word.”

Have you been purposeful about learning to use gentle words, and tone of voice to answer people who 
are opposed to you? What have the results been?

11. Read Phil. 4:5. “We don’t need to be our own saviour.” How does remembering that “The Lord is at 
hand” help us be reasonable and gentle? Have you experienced this? How?

12. Read 1 Timothy 3:1-3 and Titus 3:1-2.
1. What is the connection between gentleness and quarrelling? 

13. Read Ephesians 4:1-3, Colossians 3:12 and Matthew 11:28-30.
1. What is the connections between gentleness and humility?

14. If time permits, read John 8:1-11.
Compare the ways the religious elite treated the woman with the way Jesus treated her.

What would the results of each be in the life of the woman? (Again, do not give quick, pat answers. 
Spend some time here.)

Prayer:
Spend some time in prayer together asking God to give you hearts to love the way he loves.
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