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Growing up as a young boy in Texas “gentleness” was not on my bucket list of qualities to acquire. I grew up with Bonanza and G.I. Joes. Later I graduated to Rocky and Rambo.

Boys were supposed to be tough and strong and not back down from a challenge. Fortunately for me the only challenge I received was in the sixth grade. Rusty passed a note to me in class. For some reason he decided he was mad at me about something. The note said to meet him out by the bike racks after school.

I’d been in a lot of fights and won them all. All imaginary. This was real. I knew I had to show or else I’d never hear the end of it. So after the final bell I gathered my stuff to take home and made my way to the bike racks. I felt like Doc Holiday heading to the OK Corral, except I didn’t have the Earp brothers with me. That fight lasted thirty seconds. I figured I could last that long in this one.

It didn’t even last thirty seconds. Rusty never showed. A few of our classmates that knew this event was going down witnessed that I showed and he didn’t. And that was that.

As a boy “gentleness” was not a goal of mine. Watching Mr. Rogers—the epitome of gentleness—wouldn’t help at the bike racks. It never crossed my mind to say these words to Rusty if he had shown up: “It's a beautiful day in this neighborhood, a beautiful day for a neighbor. Would you be mine? Could you be mine?”

Mr. Rogers might be our idea of gentleness. And most of us don’t want that.

Which creates a dilemma for those of us who follow Jesus. “Let your gentleness be evident to all.
The Lord is near” Paul instructs (Philippians 4:5). We are called to be gentle. The word for “gentleness” in this passage is epieikēs.  It’s a word used to express a balanced, intelligent, decent outlook on life. Being a good citizen or an admired person or a trusted individual all fall under the use of this word. It is a trait of someone who would work out their differences in a calm way.

That’s a bit different view of gentleness. It’s one we might like to aspire to.

The Greeks had another word for gentleness. You’ll like this one even more. Paul uses it in Galatians 5 when he says that the fruit of the Spirit is “gentleness.” The word here is prautēs. It means humility, considerateness, or meekness. It usually refers to things, objects, or people—words that are gentle, soothing medicine, soothing actions, soothing feelings. This word might refer to tame animals or charitable and generous people. 

Two word pictures emerge from the Greek words. One is that of a tamed animal. Think about a strong horse that weighs about 1000 pounds. It has great strength but might be out of control. And yet, once it is broken some great things can happen. It can pull a plow through a field and help bring about a harvest. A saddle can be put on it and a child can ride it. “Gentleness” is strength under control.

The other word picture comes from the field of medicine. “Gentle” medicine is medicine that is easy on the stomach. It won’t upset it. “Gentleness” is not only good for you but it is good for the other person. 

Plato called gentleness the cement of society. Paul says it is a trademark of followers of Jesus. Because Jesus was gentle. He said, “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” (Matthew 11:29).

A misunderstanding of gentleness has led to a misunderstanding of Jesus. Some see him as a 60’s flower child pushover. Or maybe you’ve seen paintings where this middle-eastern man is depicted as a long haired, blondish-hair-blue-eyed person with a sentimental smile. The message we get is that we are to be nice.

But Jesus wasn’t just nice. He got angry. He cleared out the temple. He called Peter “Satan” and ordered him to get behind him. He didn’t ask politely. And if you don’t think that was strength harnessed then pity Peter if it hadn’t been harnessed. 

And pity us if it hadn’t been under control on the way to the cross. When the crowd came to arrest him Peter struck the high priest’s servant with his sword and cut off his ear.  Jesus said to Peter, “Put your sword back into its place. For all who take the sword will perish by the sword. Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more than twelve legions of angels? But how then should the Scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be so?” (Matthew 26:52-54).

Peter was a man’s man. He was ready to fight for and protect Jesus. And so he jumps right into the thick of things and gets ready to rumble. Think about it. This was a “great crowd” that had come out to get Jesus. They have “swords and clubs.” Peter has a small sword, more like a large knife. And he’s ready to take on the mob.

That’s the kind of person we want to be. Bold. Brash. Brave. Even if it wasn’t too smart.

Jesus reminds Peter that he is not a helpless victim here. He has other alternatives. He could ask the Father and he would send “twelve legions of angels.” That would have put the high priests in their place. There were 6000 soldiers in a legion. 12 legions would be 72,000 angels. 

If you want to get an idea on how much havoc 72,000 angels could wreak just go to the story of Hezekiah and Sennacherib in the Old Testament. Sennacherib was an Assyrian king taunting King Hezekiah and poised to attack Jerusalem after invading Judah. God hears Hezekiah’s prayer and sends not 12 legions of angels but just one angel.

And that one angel took out 185,000 Assyrians in one night. If one angel could do that then 12 legion could presumably take out 13.3 billion. But Jesus did not call on them.

Think about the kind of control he must have had. The reason he exhibited this kind of controlled strength is because the Scriptures must be fulfilled. There was a greater battle to be won. Jesus kept his strength under control so he could save us.  

That’s what we learn when we understand gentleness from a biblical viewpoint. It is not weak. But it also is not harsh or violent. Gentleness is controlled strength.

Apparently controlled strength is lacking these days. A nationwide study by the Gallup organization on the ideas we’ve looked at in the Believe series resulted in the quality of gentleness coming in dead last.[footnoteRef:1] The question that tripped up those taking the survey was “Are you known as someone who raises their voice?” [1:  Randy Frazee, Think, Act, Be Like Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2014), 210.] 


Christians scored slightly higher than non-Christians but both expressed a struggle to make this a virtue in their lives. And no wonder. Culture does not prepare us for gentleness. We are taught to compete. We are taught to fight and argue. A debate in years past was a cordial, respectful sharing of ideas. Now, when you think of debate, don’t you think about raised voices? 

In 2012, The Journal of The American Medical Association released a study saying 63 percent of participants between 13 and 17 years old had anger attacks involving vandalism, threats and violence. Researchers are calling it intermittent explosive disorder or IED.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Anger In America: Why people are more angry now POSTED 10:14 PM, FEBRUARY 25, 2014, BY SHAWNDREA THOMAS at http://fox2now.com/2014/02/25/anger-in-america-why-people-are-more-angry-now/] 


Explosive. There is strength. Disorder. It’s out of control. Gentleness is needed now more than ever.  

We need to be gentle in our relationships with each other.  Paul writes to the church in Colossae: “So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness (praotēs) and patience; bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you” (Colossians 3:12-13).

The people of the early church were no different than you and me today. They sometimes had to “bear with each other.” Relationships were not always perfect. Paul says that we need a heart of gentleness. Instead of using our strength in size or words to deal with each other we instead keep our strength reigned in and work it out.

We need to be gentle in our correcting others in the truth. Have you ever seen people with differing faith views have real communication with each other about their ideas? Likely not. We live in a world where we hold onto our faith so tightly we are afraid to engage others who think differently. Paul addresses a teaching issue within the church in Ephesus by writing these words:

And the Lord's servant must not be quarrelsome but kind to everyone, able to teach, patiently enduring evil, correcting his opponents with gentleness (praotēs). God may perhaps grant them repentance leading to a knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, after being captured by him to do his will. (2 Timothy 2:24-26) 

A timid person would avoid the opposition. Paul says to correct them but to do it in gentleness. Gentleness here is exhibited in view of helping someone “escape the snare of the devil.”

We need to be gentle when confronting sin too. Not long after Paul cites gentleness as a fruit of the Spirit he says, “Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness (prautes); each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted” (Galatians 6:1).

The church is a family of people helping each other grow into the likeness of Jesus. What do we do when someone is known to be involved in something that is not Christ like? Not everyone is to do something. Only those who are “spiritual” are to act and they are to do it in a spirit of gentleness. Isn’t that what you would want if someone were to help you see a fault? You’d want someone who looked to themselves first and displayed a spirit of grace in the conversation. And their intent is to restore, not condemn. Gentleness is needed in the process of restoration.

We need to be gentle when we witness to others. “…but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness (praÿtēs) and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15).

When someone asks what is guiding your life when they see a difference in the way you move through this world, Peter says to be ready to make a reasoned response. Do it with strength of conviction but do it in a controlled way. 

Peter practiced what he preached. He went from uncontrolled strength in the Garden to denial by the fire to giving his life in witness to the hope he had. He learned gentleness.

We can too. And we can learn it in the same way he did. Go to Jesus. Learn from him. He’ll give you strength. And he’ll give you the ability to control it. We don’t choose gentleness because we’re too weak to fight. We choose gentleness because we are followers of the way of Jesus.

Which is the choice t I think Mr. Rogers made. Fred Rogers was a Presbyterian minister. And even though he might not be our poster boy for strength, he had it. At the 1997 Daytime Emmys he was presented with the Lifetime Achievement Award. He walked onstage in front of all the daytime stars, GQ men and glamourous women. He stood at the microphone and said, “All of us have special ones who have loved us into being. Would you just take, along with me, ten seconds to think of the people who have helped you become who you are. Ten seconds of silence.”

And then he lifted his wrist, looked at the audience, looked at his watch, and said, “I'll watch the time.” As people realized that he wasn't kidding they did what he asked. One second, two seconds, three seconds. Men’s jaws grew tight. Women’s mascara ran. Tears fell from both. Mister Rogers was an authority figure who actually expected them to do what he asked. And they did.

After ten seconds Mister Rogers finally looked up from his watch and said with gentleness “May God be with you.”  And may he be with you as he develops gentleness in your life.
