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ONE

He Befriends the Sinner in Us

In the year 1874, William Gladstone was competing in the elec-
tion for prime minister of the United Kingdom. Well known 
among his contemporaries for being a highly capable man by vir-
tue of his sharp wit, expansive knowledge, and decorated track 
record, Gladstone was a formidable candidate for the role. Yet 
it was his opponent, Benjamin Disraeli, who seemed to have the 
endearing edge.

What made Disraeli more attractive to some was his widely 
known and celebrated ability to help people see their own value. 
While Gladstone had no problem helping people see how impor-
tant he was as an accomplished man, Disraeli helped people see 
how important they were.

One evening, a woman named Jennie Jerome, famously known 
as the mother of Sir Winston Churchill, had an opportunity to 
converse with each of the candidates at a dinner party. When 
asked by a reporter about the experience and her impression of 
each of the candidates, she replied, “When I left the dining room 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. In today’s society, who are the Zacchaeus types that every-
body seems to despise? What qualities would turn another
person into a Zacchaeus type in your eyes? How do you
feel, and what do you think, about the idea of Jesus reach-
ing out to that person with the same degree of love and
acceptance that he gives to you? Does the thought warm
you, offend you, or both? Why do you answer in the way
that you do?

3. In what ways do you relate to Zacchaeus as the man in
the tree? In what ways do you relate to him as the man
who became a friend of Jesus? As the man whose life was
radically transformed? Why do you think that God put the
story of Zacchaeus in the Bible— as opposed to the story of
a morally upright citizen?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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TWO

He Reforms the Pharisee in Us

Some readers may be tempted to skip this chapter because of its 
title. “Why would I need to read about the Pharisee in me when 
everything in me bristles at the Pharisees I read about in the 
Bible? I can’t stand their holier- than- thou, smug, hyper- critical, 
stuffy ways. How, then, does this chapter relate to me?”

If you have a similar internal monologue, you may want 
to consider whether it is a sign that you do, in fact, possess an 
inner Pharisee. Whenever a feeling rises in us that resembles the 
Pharisee’s prayer, “Thank you, my God, that I am not like other 
men!” (see Luke 18:9–14), the most important thing we can do is 
pause, take inventory of our hearts, and run to Jesus for clarity 
and also for mercy— even, and perhaps especially, when the other 
people we are repudiating and condemning are the Pharisees 
themselves. In our certainty that we are not like them, we iron-
ically show ourselves to be among them.

One very subtle way that our inner Pharisee shows up is 
when we disassociate ourselves from historically and biblically 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. Between William and Church Guy, who do you identify
with most easily? Why do you think Church Guys are so
put off by people like William? Which of the two is most
likely to have a deep affection for Jesus, and why?

3. How can political conservatism damage the witness of the
gospel? How can political liberalism damage the witness

9781400216550_content.indd   47 3/13/20   8:32 AM

of the gospel? How should we be addressing this reality in 
our faith communities and in our own lives? In what ways 
are we most susceptible to conflating politics with faith? 
Why is doing so unwise?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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THREE

He Disarms the Cynic in Us

For some people, it is hard to love Jesus. The reasons can be deeply 
personal and emotional.

For example, my father, now in his mid- seventies, bristles with 
something resembling a post- traumatic twitch whenever we bring 
up Jesus to him in conversation. Why is this so? Because he was 
raised in a church that would make most people want to become 
an atheist. The church’s message was filled with shaming, scold-
ing, and hellfire. Moral expectations were impossibly high and 
delivered from the pulpit in a “Do as I say, not as I do” fashion. 
The grace, love, and kindness of God toward sinners was rarely if 
ever mentioned. Add to this a verbally abusive, difficult mother 
whose private life was utterly incongruent with her public per-
sona of a virtuous woman, and the likelihood of a man coming to 
believe in and surrender his life to Jesus becomes highly unlikely. 
Ever since my brother and I became followers of Christ, we’ve 
been trying to persuade Dad that the portrait of Jesus he grew up 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. Nathanael distanced himself from Jesus for social,
political, and personal reasons. Which of these three
reasons— social, political, and personal— is the most
prominent reason why people distance themselves from

9781400216550_content.indd   68 3/13/20   8:32 AM

Jesus today? Which of the three tempts you the most to 
keep your own distance, and why?

3. Do you believe that Jesus Christ “sees” you in the same way
that he saw Nathanael under the tree? If so, how does this
awareness impact your affections and receptivity toward
him? How does it impact your response to those who seem
to want to distance themselves from you?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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FOUR

We Grow Thicker Skin

If we want to follow Jesus, we’ll need to adjust our expectations for 
the life he gives us. Especially in the West, our vision for the good 
life includes what the United States Declaration of Independence 
calls a “self- evident” truth that all people are endowed by our 
Creator with “unalienable Rights” that include “Life, Liberty and 
the pursuit of Happiness.”1

When life, liberty, and happiness are viewed through a biblical 
lens, Christians especially can and should embrace this declara-
tion with gusto. However, when defined by a modern Western 
point of view, our understanding of the phrase can potentially 
stand in opposition with Jesus’ own vision for the good life. Jesus 
was a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief, whose own life did 
not square at all with the so- called American Dream. He lived 
much of his life in poverty, was maligned and misunderstood, 
was an embarrassment to his own family members, was betrayed 
by his closest friends, and was brutally executed in his early thir-
ties by Roman authorities. Furthermore, Jesus declared that all 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. Have you ever experienced persecution? If so, describe
the experience. How did it impact your relationship with
Christ? With other people?

3. In what ways has the American Dream shaped your expec-
tations of how Christians are treated by society? In what
ways have American politics shaped your expectations?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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FIVE

We Do Anger Well

As someone once said, “Anger is an acid that can do more harm 
to the vessel in which it is stored than to anything onto which it 
is poured.” Similarly, Anne Lamott has said that nursing a grudge 
against someone is like drinking rat poison and then waiting for 
the rat to die.1 These sayings are getting at essentially the same 
thing. Anger, when released from its cage and allowed to run wild, 
backfires and devours the angry person’s soul.

I have been hurt deeply by others. Have you? Whether we’ve 
been betrayed, stolen from, lied to, gossiped about, slandered, or 
bullied, sometimes it feels natural to cling to anger, to wish ill 
upon the offending party, and to start fighting fire with fire. It is 
easy to excuse and exempt ourselves from the biblical command 
to forgive as God in Christ has forgiven us, let alone to respond 
with a gentle answer. When anger gets the best of us, we can 
resort to replacing grace with grudges. We can talk ourselves into 
believing that if we stay angry toward those who have harmed 
us, we can keep power over them. However, nursing a grudge 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. Is the idea of anger as a virtue and gift from God new
to you? How would you describe the difference between
unrighteous anger and righteous anger? Can you give an
example of each, from either observation or experience?

3. We’ve discussed how our smaller pet peeves can become
a training ground to prepare us for dealing faithfully with
greater injuries and offenses. What are your pet peeves?
How is your response to them preparing you for future
conflicts, whether for good or for ill?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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SIX

We Receive Criticism Graciously

I hate it when people criticize me.
Yet criticism is to be expected. Even the best parents get crit-

icized by their children, bosses by their employees, coaches by 
their players, athletes by their fans, teachers by their students, 
artists by their critics, and pastors by their congregants.

Over the years, I think I have gotten better about receiving 
criticism from the people around me. When the criticism is fair, 
it actually helps me see my blind spots, address my weaknesses, 
and improve my efforts at loving and leading those around me. 
However, when the criticism is not fair, I sometimes react in a 
negative and defensive way. And, honestly, I sometimes react 
poorly when the criticism is fair.

Recently, a man who had visited our church while traveling 
through Nashville sent me a public criticism on Twitter, telling 
me all of the things that, in his “humble opinion,” were wrong 
about my sermon. Feeling defensive and irritated, I foolishly retal-
iated with a criticism of my own, along with a Bible verse to justify 
my response. (In chapter 3, I explain why my heart can sometimes 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. When you are criticized, what is your typical response? In
what ways has the experience of being criticized revealed
in you a need for growth? In what ways has the experience
shown that the Lord is actively at work in you? How is your
usual response to criticism similar to David’s response to
Shim- Than? How is it different?

3. What are your thoughts regarding Tim Keller’s perspec-
tive on receiving criticism? What, if anything, makes his
response difficult for you?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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SEVEN

We Forgive All the Way

This week, a disturbing article landed in my in- box. According 
to the article, a well- known pastor allegedly sought the services 
of a hitman on two separate occasions in order to kill two people. 
The first alleged target was a critic of his ministry. The second 
was his former son- in- law.

As I read the article, I felt emotions ranging from bewilder-
ment to confusion to judgment to anger. How on earth could a 
man called to ministry— whose job it is to mirror the kindness 
and love of God— develop a grudge so deep that he would take 
measures not only to injure someone, but to murder? How far 
gone in his soul does someone have to be to get to this point? And 
how will this sort of story, when added to the many other sto-
ries of abuse, adultery, deceit, and financial indiscretion among 
church leaders, reflect Jesus and the gospel to a watching world? 
How will it reflect on the already tarnished reputation of min-
isters, once regarded as the most trustworthy profession in our 
society, but whose trustworthiness is now at an all- time low?1
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. What is your initial response to the biblical and modern- 
day examples of forgiveness that are featured in this
chapter? When you have experienced injury, how has
your response resembled these examples? How has your
response been different?

3. In one situation, Rachael Denhollander forgave her offender 
but did not release him from responsibility for the things
he had done to her. In another situation, Bishop Myriel
forgave his offender and did release him from responsibil-
ity. When we are the injured party, how do we determine
which of these is the best, most appropriate response?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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EIGHT

We Bless Our Own Betrayers

While living in New York City, a friend and I drove through a 
neighborhood known for its record- breaking criminal activity. 
It was not uncommon to turn on the evening news and hear of 
another break- in, another theft, another violent assault, or another 
murder taking place in that particular area. Eager to get home to 
the safety and warmth of our respective Manhattan dwellings, my 
friend and I were alarmed when a tire on the car went flat. Having 
no other options, we drove slowly to the nearest service station to 
see if we could get some help. Knowing the neighborhood could 
be dangerous, my friend and I both stepped out of the car with 
a degree of fear. What would happen next? How would we be 
treated? Would we be scammed, mugged, beaten up, or become 
the next subjects on the evening news?

To our own shame, my friend and I had our stereotypes of 
this neighborhood and its residents blown apart by what hap-
pened next. Sometimes it’s good to remember that what gets 
reported on the evening news is not the entire story. In fact, what 
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
AND DISCUSSION

1. Name one thing from this chapter that troubled you,
inspired you, or both. Why were you impacted in this way?

2. Which response from Jesus to his two fallen disciples is
more compelling to you? Is it when he calls Judas “friend,”
or is it when he says “and Peter” to the women? Why do
you answer in the way that you do?

9781400216550_content.indd   179 3/13/20   8:32 AM

3. As I’ve pointed out, every Christian has inside him an 
“inner Jesus” as well as an “inner Judas.” Do you think it 
is important to be aware of an “inner Jesus”? Of an “inner 
Judas”? Why or why not?

4. Based on this chapter, identify one way that the Lord 
might be nudging you toward growth or change. What 
steps should you take to pursue the change?
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