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I want to dedicate this book to my beautiful bride,  
best friend, and ministry partner.

Kathy, you have an amazing gift for calling out  
God’s Masterpiece in everyone you meet,  

and I’ve benefited the most!
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Introduction
Do You Follow Jesus?

If you ask people on the street for one word to describe Christians 
today, what would they say? I’ve asked this question while speak-
ing to Christians and church leaders all over North America, 

Europe, Scandinavia, and Australia, and I find it very troubling 
that we all know the answers: “judgmental,” “narrow-minded,” 
“arrogant,” “hypocritical,” “bigoted.”

These seem to be the most commonly agreed upon one-word 
answers. Of course, none of us think we could be rightly accused 
of these attitudes, and yet maybe it’s not just what we’re doing 
wrong, but what we’re failing to do right that brings these negative 
stereotypes. Maybe it’s something we really are not aware of that 
tends to infect us over time, as it seems to be especially prevalent 
in post-Christian societies where authentic faith and traditions 
cross ways.

During Jesus’ day, if you asked the average Joe (or Joseph) in 
Jerusalem to give one word to describe Jesus, I think you’d get a 
much different set of words. So why doesn’t the average person 
describe the average Christian with words that match Jesus’ life and 
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 Introduction

ministry: “loving,” “kind,” “compassionate,” “wise,” “merciful,” 
“truthful,” “hopeful,” “healing,” “helping,” “caring,” “life-giving”?

When you look around you, do you see many people wanting 
to know about your God because they see a glimpse of a greater 
love, more abundant life, and new kind of freedom in you and your 
friends? Is God restoring what’s lost and damaged in this world 
through you? If not, we ought to ask ourselves a very provocative 
question: “Why aren’t we more like the One we follow?”

Right after I wrote these words in JFK airport, I quickly boarded 
my plane to Scandinavia to speak to church leaders there. I walked 
back to the flight attendant, Michael, and asked if he could fill 
up my empty water bottle. He said, “We’re not supposed to . . . 
but here, I’ll do it.” Michael and I had been talking for about ten 
minutes when he asked, “So, what do you do?”

“I’m a pastor,” I said.
“Oh my gosh, that is the LAST thing I would ever have guessed.” 

Michael kept expressing how shocked he was because I didn’t seem 
like “those people.” He told me the horrible experiences he had 
with Christians and why he became Buddhist. And he asked me, 
“Why are Christians like that?”

I told him, “Honestly, because not all Christians truly have the 
heart of Jesus for other people.” Now, here’s the shocking thing—
Michael, who disdained Christians, almost wouldn’t let me sleep! 
He wanted to know more about Jesus and even wanted to attend 
our Internet campus. Why?

I think because he sensed something. I think he sensed God’s 
heart for him somehow coming through me.

For the last twenty-five years, I’ve seen the Michaels of the world 
find faith, follow Jesus, and even begin restoring and leading others 
to follow Jesus as part of his church—his bride. After seeing this hap-
pen in thousands of lives, I’m convinced that our problem is not that 
we need more evangelistic tools, methods, apologetic arguments, or 
missional strategies—in fact, none of these will be worth anything 
if we don’t first see ourselves and others through the eyes of Jesus. 
I truly believe people intuitively sense how we feel about them (even 
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in a ten-minute conversation), and that makes the biggest differ-
ence of all.

This book flows out of an intensive study looking at every en-
counter Jesus had with people—all people. What caused so many 
people who seemed far from God to flock to Jesus? Why did he 
have such a magnetic pull on people? I observed and analyzed his 
words, his attitude, what was recorded about his body language, 
and how people must have experienced him. I realized that people 
could see something in the eyes of Jesus that conveyed an attitude 
we must adopt.

I looked at the actions of Jesus and what he had his followers do 
to walk in his footsteps. I looked at his kind words, his hard words, 
and the timing of all of them. I studied the four Gospel accounts 
of Jesus’ life and teachings in chronological order (through what 
is called a Harmony of the Gospels*), and I discovered revealing 
insights into the timing of Jesus’ words and actions. And acciden-
tally, I noticed something else.

I noticed the encounters of the Pharisees with the same people.
I found it shocking to realize that Jesus’ one-word descriptions of 

the Pharisees were very similar to the average person’s description 
of Christians today. In fact, I noticed the way the Pharisees seemed 
to think about, treat, and talk about people outside their “church 
parameters.” It matched what I’ve sometimes noticed among Chris-
tian groups I’ve been a part of and have even led. I realized I, too, 
have sometimes looked less like Jesus and more like a Pharisee.

This led to an important realization that can help all of us if 
we’re willing: Falling into the trap of the Pharisees is not something 
anyone ever does intentionally. It happens slowly, gradually, in little 
incremental ways that rob us year by year of becoming the kind of 
people Jesus intended us to be—people who actually follow Jesus in 
attitude and action, bringing life, love, and a truth that sets people 

*If you are interested in reading the Harmony of the Gospels I used, see Robert 
Thomas and Stanley Gundry, A Harmony of  the Gospels (San Francisco: Harper 
& Row, 1978).
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 Introduction

free. And I’m convinced we all must fight pharisaical creep. For us 
to become the kinds of people God intended, we have to let God 
restore us into more of the Masterpiece he intended us to be. We 
must see ourselves through the eyes of Jesus so we can cooperate 
with him in restoring others.

Part 1 of Unshockable Love will help you experience Jesus in a 
new light. We will explore his attitudes toward people, all people, 
imperfect people, and those who thought they weren’t so bad. 
Through exploring stories of imperfect people, your heart will 
change as you experience God’s merciful, masterful restoration 
of the most sin-stained works of art, both today and in Jesus’ day. 
You will begin to see yourself and others the way Jesus did, and 
that will change everything.

In the stories I tell, I’ve chosen to change everyone’s name unless 
they specifically asked me to use their real name. I’ve indicated real 
names with a diamond (♦). I’ve included many stories because they 
demonstrate God’s merciful attitude toward imperfect people today, 
and how Jesus is still actively restoring those whom the Pharisees 
wrote off as hopeless. I believe if we are willing, God can restore us 
into truly life-giving people whom others really want to be around, 
because they see in us what people saw in Jesus.

Once we get an attitude adjustment, we will be ready to partici-
pate with God in the greatest restoration project of all time—the 
reclamation and restoration of God’s Masterpiece, his image 
artistically incorporated in every human being we meet. Jesus 
left his followers with an example to follow and a plan for bring-
ing restoration to the world around us, life by life. In part 2, we 
will learn from Jesus’ instructions to his followers, and we will 
explore a way to follow his Spirit together, so that we begin to 
see the same life-giving, loving impact that Jesus brought to a 
damaged world.

In order to align our attitudes with that of Jesus, we must po-
sition ourselves to see in new ways. At the end of each chapter, 
there will be the opportunity to take time to reflect in prayer on 
attitudes that may subtly infect you. Then I’ll encourage you to 
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take a risk and try some things that will challenge pharisaical ten-
dencies and allow God to bring your heart in line with his heart. 
As that happens, be sure to check out next step resources at www 
.unshockablelove.com.

Through motivating stories of ordinary, restored followers of 
Jesus all around the world, you will catch a vision for a life of 
adventure with God and others that will be contagious. I pray 
that through this book, you will see that there’s hope for all of us 
because God is a Master Artist who wants to restore his crowning 
creation. Let the restoration project begin.

John Burke, Unshockable Love
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1
a glutton, drunk, and  

friend of sinners

 The Return of the Prodigal Son, Rembrandt (1668–69)  
Photo: Album / Art Resource, NY
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Will you pray for us? We need help.” I stood in disbelief, 
trying not to show it, as Derek and Zoe approached 
me after a service. First, I could hardly believe they 

were at church—Zoe had only come once or twice—but even more 
amazing was her willingness to seek prayer and help. If you knew 
what I knew that day, you’d be amazed too!

Zoe was a young mother of two. She longed to give her kids 
a better life than she had. I looked into her eyes, full of emotion, 
and I wondered what I should say. After all, she knew that I knew 
she was living with Derek, and this was the first time I’d met her. 
But there’s more to the story.

I knew Zoe’s story through Derek. I had met Derek a year be-
fore. I was on my way to visit my mother when a voice behind 
me called, “Young man—wait!” I turned around to see an elderly 
woman racing her wheelchair down the hall toward me. “Aren’t 
you the pastor of that church full of young people?”

“Yes, I am. I’m John, what’s your name?”
“I’m Susan, and my grandson Derek is in the hospital. Will you 

visit him? It’s really important because he just got out of prison, 
and he needs to go to your church.”

Requests like these are always awkward. Probably the last thing 
her grandson would want is some unknown pastor-dude showing 
up at his grandmother’s request. I tried to explain that to Susan, 
but she was insistent, so I finally said that I would have someone 
go visit him even if I couldn’t.

The next week was my son’s thirteenth birthday, and I had 
planned a daylong Man Quest, where he would complete a series 
of assignments that would teach him what it meant to be a man like 
Jesus. The quest for courage came first (at the skate park!), followed 
by the quest for compassion. I had planned for us to serve at our 
food pantry, but it was closed. So in a panic, I prayed for some way to 
teach my son about compassion, and instantly, Derek came to mind.

John Burke, Unshockable Love
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It turned out Derek was incredibly grateful for our visit to the 
hospital that day, and he shared with us how drugs had landed 
him in prison. He had just given his life to Christ and was given 
early hospital release the same month. We encouraged him that 
day, and he started coming to our church. Soon his brother and 
his father were also coming. And several months later Derek met 
Zoe. They got sexually involved and moved in together. Until that 
morning, I hadn’t seen Derek in months. But I knew of the mess 
he had gotten into.

Derek’s father informed me that Derek had fallen in love with 
Zoe’s kids in the past four months living with them. And yet his 
relationship with Zoe was so tumultuous, at times it was borderline 
violent. And I knew from Derek’s friend Ted that Zoe was not a 
single mom. Actually, she was still married—to a guy who traveled 
a lot and didn’t mind an “open marriage.” I knew this situation 
was volatile, but what should I do?

All these things flashed through my head like lightning as the 
words “Will you pray for us?” still hung heavy in the air that Sunday 
morning. I knew from experience that this was a moment pregnant 
with the potential to bring forth spiritual life, or the potential for 
miscarriage. What I said, but even more important, what I held in 
my mind’s eye and in my heart for these two people was critical.

“Will you pray for us?” Is that what I should do? Is that all I 
should do? What would you do? What would you be thinking? 
What would be in your heart?

I’ve come to realize how critical the answers to these questions 
are for those who truly want to be like Jesus to the people around 
them.

The Mud or the Masterpiece

If you talk to people who seem far from God, many tend to ad-
mire Jesus, but often can’t stand his followers. Jesus still has an 
intriguing and mysteriously attractive pull on people, but many 
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Christians create a repelling force. That’s troubling, especially when 
you consider how the Dereks and Zoes of Jesus’ day felt a mag-
netic attraction toward Jesus, but were repelled by the condemn-
ing religious leaders. In fact, Luke tells us “all the tax collectors 
and the sinners were coming near [Jesus] to listen to Him” (Luke 
15:1 nasb). To discredit him, the Pharisees called Jesus a glutton, 
drunk, and friend of sinners (Luke 7:34), mainly because Jesus had 
an enormous, life-giving impact on so many like Derek and Zoe.

Maybe the reason people today are drawn to Jesus but not to 
his followers is because many Christians are NOT like Jesus—we 
don’t really see what Jesus sees in other people. We don’t really 
feel the way Jesus felt toward people straying far from God, liv-
ing messy lives. Christians can subtly become pharisaical without 
even realizing it!

Ultimately, the impact we have on the people around us will tell 
us if we’re more like Jesus or more like the Pharisees. “You will 
know them by their fruit,” Jesus said (see Luke 6:44). “Everyone 
who is fully trained will be like their teacher” (Luke 6:40). The 
backbone of this book comes from an in-depth study through the 
Gospels analyzing every encounter Jesus had: How did he treat 
people? What was he feeling or thinking? What was his attitude? 
What did he say? What did he do? What did Jesus convey that 
contrasted so sharply with the Pharisees? As we learn from Jesus’ 
encounters, I want you to wrestle with this question throughout 
this book: “Am I more like Jesus or more like a Pharisee to the 
people around me?” The answer may not be as black and white 
as you think.

———
When my wife and I lived in St. Petersburg, Russia, I got to see 

one of my favorite paintings housed in the Hermitage Museum. 
It’s Rembrandt’s masterpiece The Return of  the Prodigal Son (see 
page 19). It depicts that moving scene in Jesus’ parable when, “filled 
with compassion” (Luke 15:20), the father ran toward his wayward 
son. The son had squandered his inheritance with loose living, but 
came begging for mercy. The father embraced him, saying, “My 
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son was dead but now is alive, was lost but now he’s found” (see 
Luke 15:24). Jesus paints this beautiful, priceless picture in answer 
to the religious people’s complaint that he “welcomes sinners” 
(Luke 15:2). The painting is worth a fortune.

Now, just imagine if one day you visit St. Petersburg, and there in 
a back-alley dumpster you discover Rembrandt’s masterpiece, but 
it’s hardly recognizable. It’s covered in mud and dirt, it’s stained, 
and the canvas has been torn. You wouldn’t recognize it at all, except 
you notice the famous hand of the father on the ragged son’s back.

How would you treat the painting? Like trash? It’s covered in 
mud, stained and torn—is it worthless? Do you treat it like it’s 
worthless? Or would you treat it like a million-dollar masterpiece 
that needs to be handled with care and restored? I’m guessing all 
of us could see past the mud and even the damage to recognize the 
immense value inherent in this one-of-a-kind work of art—simply 
because it was created by Rembrandt’s own hand. We wouldn’t try 
to clean it up ourselves; we would bring it to a master, who could 
delicately restore it to its original condition.

So why do we struggle to treat people like the immensely valu-
able, one-of-a-kind Masterpiece God created with his own hand? 
As I study the life and interactions of Jesus with very sin-stained, 
muddied people, it becomes evident that Jesus could see something 
worth dying for in all the people he encountered. Jesus could see 
past the mud to the Masterpiece God wanted to restore.

What do you see most when you encounter the Dereks and Zoes 
of the world? What do you see when you look in the mirror? Do you 
see the mud? Or do you see the Masterpiece God wants to restore? 
What you focus on determines who you become and the impact 
you have on people around you! That’s the heart of this book.

The Pharisees primarily focused on the mud of sin that cov-
ered the lives of the irreligious. They prided themselves in mud-
avoidance. They fixated on mud. They tried to clean the mud off 
others with their own dirt—it didn’t work then, and it doesn’t 
work now!
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Jesus was different. Jesus demonstrated a spiritual vision that he 
wants to impart to us—to see the Masterpiece he sees in us, and to 
renovate us to become people whose hearts reflect what God sees, 
under even the most sin-stained life. Jesus saw God’s Masterpiece, 
waiting to be revealed by his grace, and as a result, many people 
actually became what he envisioned them to be.

The Artwork of Grace

That’s what God’s grace is all about! God’s grace cleanses and 
restores all willing people! We may trust in God’s grace, but do 
we live in it? Do we exude grace to others? And how do we show 
grace like Jesus did to sin-stained Masterpieces?

Paul explains what God’s grace did through Jesus:

Because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 
made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgres-
sions—it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us 
up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms 
in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show 
the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness 
to us in Christ Jesus.

Ephesians 2:4–7, italics mine

Notice what this says—we were all dead spiritually. Damaged, 
sin-stained paintings tossed in the dumpster. None of us brought 
ourselves back to life spiritually, nor can we clean ourselves up and 
restore ourselves into what God intended without God’s help. But 
by his grace—his undeserved favor, good will, loving-kindness of-
fered freely—we can be restored!

And notice the words describing God’s heart—he has great love 
for you, me, Derek, and Zoe; he has abundant grace to give, dem-
onstrated through his kindness, and he is rich in mercy. As we will 
see, love, kindness, and mercy flowed liberally from Jesus’ life, but 
the Pharisees’ well was dry when it came to mercy. Paul continues:
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God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take 
credit for this; it is a gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for 
the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it. 
For we are God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ 
Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago.

Ephesians 2:8–10 nlt, italics mine

The word translated “masterpiece” or “workmanship” is the 
Greek word poiema—from which we get the word poem. It’s a 
Work of Art—the work of a Master Artist. Do you realize you 
are God’s Masterpiece, his Work of Art? Next time someone says 
“Wow—you’re a piece of work,” just say, “That’s right, I am!—
Artwork, buddy!”

“By grace you have been saved” (Ephesians 2:8). A person living 
in Jesus’ time would hear the Greek word sodzo, translated “saved,” 
and think of being carried to safety, made whole, or restored—re-
stored to the original condition. God saves us—he restores us to 
right-relationship with himself, he makes us secure by adopting us 
as his own children, and he begins a lifelong process to restore the 
original Work of Art he imagined before we were born! In fact, God 
sees it already completed. He already sees us raised with Christ 
and seated with him (see Ephesians 2:6).

Grace tells you that all God needs is your faith—giving yourself 
in trust back to your Creator, giving him permission to renovate 
and restore and bring to life his Masterpiece in you! That’s true for 
all human beings (John 12:32). God pictures you as someone more 
awesome and wonderful than your imagination has ever dreamed. 
Do you see yourself like God does—as a living Work of Art he’s 
wanting to restore to its full value? Do you see others that way? 
What you see matters!

Skydiving With Jesus

When I first met Bruce, I never would have imagined God would 
change so many men’s lives through his. Bruce was a mess! But his 
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mud was the acceptable kind in the world of business. As a young 
twenty-something with a greed-starved drive to make millions, he 
got involved in a brokerage firm where ethics and moral integrity 
were optional. He played right along with the game until both his 
bosses almost landed in jail.

When he moved to Austin, Texas, he started his own business 
and invested all his profits, making a small fortune. The only 
money he’d spend was feeding his wild side—thrill seeking, sky-
diving, streaking down the aisle of a commercial flight at 30,000 
feet (obviously pre-9/11!), trips to Cancun or Vegas, where he’d 
drink all night and wake up in the bed of some woman he didn’t 
know.

And then Jesus showed up!
Bruce had just begun to follow Jesus when we met. We started a 

small group in his house that became Gateway Church. Bruce was 
always the spark, the life of the party. I could see God’s gifts—that 
risk-taking zest for life, adventure, laughter, fun—those were all 
gifts from God, hidden gems of faith getting misdirected. God 
started restoring Bruce, but Bruce kept degrading himself.

Later that year, I had to lovingly confront Bruce because God 
was uncovering a Masterpiece in him, but Bruce kept hiding it 
under more and more sin. I saw a pattern in him of dating and 
using weak-willed, anorexic-looking women.

“Bruce! Why do you keep dating women who are not healthy, 
then using them sexually? Is that really who you want to become?” 
I asked one night on his driveway.

“I had never thought about it before,” he answered. Bruce later 
reflected how that conversation and another one got him focused 
on the Masterpiece instead of the mud. “I didn’t see it until that 
night, but as I reflected on it, I realized it was another symptom of 
the deeper disease—trying to play God of my life. My only criteria 
was thin, sexy, and broken women because I could control them. 
It was the same insecurity driving everything—my hoarding of 
money, my effort to be in power over women, my inability to truly 
connect and love and give to others.”
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Bruce and Joe started meeting as Spiritual Running Partners.* At 
first, every week they confessed their failures—but nothing seemed 
to change. Accountability wasn’t working. “I’m a terrible person,” 
Bruce heard Joe say in shame one day. He felt the same way. But 
as they committed to reading Scripture and memorizing passages 
about who they are in Christ, something dawned on Bruce. “You’re 
not a terrible person—you’re all these promises in Christ. We need 
to help each other believe them and let God chip away this other 
stuff that’s foreign to who God made us to be.”

That made all the difference! I’ve gotten a front-row seat to watch 
God’s amazing restoration of my friend from greedy to generous, 
from stupid-risky to full of risk-taking faith, from unethical and 
immoral to one who loves people and cares about how his actions 
impact them. And it didn’t take long for that gift of faith to kick 
in, and Bruce started taking other muddied men on faith adven-
tures—calling out the Masterpiece in them. I’ve watched God use 
Bruce to transform hundreds of men’s lives. And God wants your 
life not only to reflect his Work of Art in you, but for you to be a 
paintbrush in the hand of God to restore others.

Attitude Adjustment

Your life, as we will see, was meant to be a tool of restoration in 
the hands of the Master Artist. But we must become more like 
Jesus than the Pharisees—and that starts with the right attitude 
of heart. Jesus must have pictured what he created people to be, 
and that vision affected how he felt about them. I’m sure those 
he encountered picked up on his attitude toward them, and that’s 
probably why so many muddied people flocked to him—in his 
eyes they saw a glimmer of hope for who they were meant to be.

*Spiritual Running Partners consist of two to four people meeting regularly 
to help each other run this marathon of faith, following a format of confessing 
sin, encouraging spiritual fruit, and helping each other put intentional practices 
in place to grow.
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I’m convinced that people intuitively pick up on our attitude 
toward them. What’s in our hearts toward people will be felt by 
them. Do we have good will toward all people? Are we for people, 
or really against some of them? Do we truly believe they have 
immense value and worth to God? Or are we secretly disgusted, 
bothered, shocked, judgmental, wanting to “fix them” quickly? 
I’ve come to believe that many Christians repel those who don’t 
follow Christ because we don’t share God’s heart for them. Why?

Some of us may have come to faith in Christ under a gospel 
of mud management rather than a gospel of restoration grace. 
Maybe we think God saves us, and then we clean ourselves up out 
of gratitude, while trying hard to avoid mud. First, that doesn’t 
work (read Galatians). Second, it misses the point—Masterpiece 
restoration is a work only the Master Artist can do!

Some of us are highly critical—trained to see what’s wrong. 
Mud-spotting, flaw-finding, failure-anticipating might even be 
our profession. My father was an engineer, and I, too, have an 
engineering degree and worked as an engineer, and I have a critical 
eye for what’s wrong. I’ve discovered this works really well with 
problems, but not with people! I’ve discovered personally, I must 
allow Jesus to restore in me “eyes to see” what he sees. As I begin 
to see value in people like Jesus did, and even point out how I see 
God drawing individuals to himself, many seek him and find him.

Chip and Dan Heath, in their book Switch, give many exam-
ples demonstrating how pointing out progress motivates forward 
movement.1 For instance, Dave Ramsey helps people climb out of 
deeply entrenched debt. But his approach is counterintuitive. Most 
financial advisors would instruct a person to pay off the highest 
interest rate debt with the greatest balance first (because it’s cost-
ing you the most interest—which makes sense). But Dave found 
that approach usually doesn’t work. People get so demotivated by 
how much needs to change, they stay stuck. Instead, he suggests 
the Debt Snowball. List all debts from smallest balance to larg-
est, then make only minimum payments on every debt except the 
smallest (regardless of interest rates). Throw every dollar available 
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toward that smallest debt until it’s paid, then move on to the second 
smallest debt, then the third smallest and so on. What Dave found 
is that with each debt conquered, greater progress can be seen, and 
motivation grows. He’s helped people with close to $100,000 of 
debt, stuck for years, finally slay the debt dragon. There’s something 
motivating about someone pointing out progress versus pointing 
out how far you have to go!

I’ve seen the same pattern in Jesus’ encounters, and I’ve seen 
it motivate thousands of people to come to faith in our day. Jesus 
would point out progress: “You are not far from the kingdom of 
God” (Mark 12:34), “I have not found such great faith” (observ-
ing a Roman centurion, Luke 7:9). A gospel of mud management 
focuses only on the mud. A gospel of restoration grace sees God’s 
progress and hope because he’s already paid all of our debts! They 
just have to receive it.

Which gospel we hold affects how we actually feel about our-
selves and other muddied people. If we picture God’s goal for life 
as mud management, we will quickly judge and push away muddied 
people, or try to scrape off the mud ourselves, or just avoid them 
so we won’t get muddied. But that was not Jesus’ approach. That 
was the way of the Pharisee.

Zealous for What?

It does little good to call ourselves followers of Jesus if our lives 
and our influence don’t reflect Jesus’ life. Jesus said, “Very truly 
I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been 
doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I 
am going to the Father” (John 14:12). God fully intends your life, 
as performance art lived in concert with his Spirit, to have the same 
influence on the world around you as Jesus did.

“We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (literally, “to 
walk in,” or “live in,” Ephesians 2:10 niv 1984). What you do in 
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life following God’s lead becomes a living Work of Art—poetry 
in motion. God prepared you in advance for a unique purpose 
only he knows—a masterful picture of a life well lived, that truly 
brings purpose, fulfillment, and eternal beauty to you and to the 
people around you—just like Jesus did! All he needs is faith—you 
growing to trust his leadership more and more. That’s what I hope 
to help you do, so that you have his impact.

But it’s not just up to you. God intends Christ-followers to work 
together as his body on earth. Through your church or Christian 
Network working as one body, Jesus will re-present himself restor-
ing the world around us. I’ve seen him do it through hundreds of 
ordinary people like you’ll read about in the stories of this book—
ordinary people having an extraordinary impact because they’re 
seeing what Jesus sees and following his Spirit in their encounters 
with people.

Today in Christian circles, I’m hearing more and more about 
being missional Christ-followers, meaning the church should never 
be a place where people sit and listen and do nothing good in the 
world. The church is people, being Jesus’ body, on Jesus’ mission 
with him. That’s what this book is about. But I believe Christians 
can be missional on the wrong mission, and not realize it! That’s 
even more what this book is about!

How do we make sure we are truly on mission with Jesus rather 
than falling prey to the mission of the Pharisees? We might reject 
the notion that we would ever be pharisaical, but I find it’s not so 
black and white. We can subtly find our hearts becoming pharisaical 
toward the very people Jesus came to restore.

Missional on the Wrong Mission

The Pharisees were not all bad. When we see them through such 
polarizing glasses, we set ourselves up to be blind to the same 
tendencies that deceived many well-intentioned religious people 
in Jesus’ day. The Pharisees were actually reformers—that’s why 
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Jesus’ harsh confrontation of them shocked so many. The Phari-
sees saw the moral decay increasing all around them due to Roman 
influence, and they were concerned for God’s laws given through 
Moses (Matthew 9:11). Many Christians today have similar con-
cerns and great zeal for moral reform, but how do people really 
change according to Jesus?

The Pharisees loved the Scriptures—they diligently studied! 
(John 5:39). They prided themselves on staying true to Moses and 
the prophets, but they missed the heart of it all! (Matthew 23:1–3). 
The hard truth we need to see here is that it is possible to diligently 
study the Bible, yet miss Jesus’ mission entirely.

And the Pharisees were evangelistic! They valued making con-
verts to the one true God. Yet Jesus said, “Woe to you, teachers of 
the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea 
to win a single convert, and when you have succeeded, you make 
them twice as much a child of hell as you are” (Matthew 23:15). 
They were missional on the wrong mission!

Is it possible that many Christians today who desire moral re-
form, love the Word of God, and pride themselves on teaching truth 
could be missional on the wrong mission—failing to demonstrate 
the heart of God to a broken world?

Absolutely!
Hey, if Jesus called Peter “the rock,” and yet Peter was deceived 

at least twice, if James and John missed Jesus’ heart several times, 
if Paul was zealous for God yet persecuted the church . . . who do 
I think I am if I proudly say, “Not me!” Phariseeism can sneak up 
on all of us!

So what was it that caused the Pharisees to be zealous for the 
wrong mission?

They had no mercy or compassion for broken, muddied people! 
They did many things right, but they didn’t see themselves or oth-
ers accurately. They had an “us/them” mentality. They believed 
God belonged to the “good people” (us) and wanted nothing to 
do with the “bad people” (them). So they separated themselves. 
That’s where Jesus and the Pharisees collided.
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The Heart of Jesus

Marc owned two bars on Sixth Street—where everyone from Aus-
tin goes to party. Most of his life, wherever Marc went the party 
followed, so he decided to make a living of it. Triple Play (Marc’s 
sports bar) and The Loft both made great money—enough to fund 
his rockstar-style drug habit. For years the alcohol, drugs, sex, 
and crowds of people living the vida loca with Marc helped him 
outpace the emptiness and deep insecurities he had run from his 
whole life. But now at the young age of twenty-eight, they finally 
caught up with him.

One night after closing time, Marc sat at the bar with his head 
in his hands, thinking, There’s got to be something better! Marc 
recalls, “My drinking and drugging had become unmanageable, 
but I wouldn’t admit it. I relied on it to maintain the only identity 
I knew—‘life of the party Marc.’ My girlfriend couldn’t take my 
out-of-control behavior and left me. I was despondent. I knew 
something had to change.”

Marc had encountered several people in his bar who mentioned 
Gateway Church. They had been invited by others and started to 
explore life with Jesus, and the picture of life they were starting 
to see was worth talking about. Longing for a better life, Marc 
started coming to Gateway.

Bruce, the guy I mentioned earlier, heard that Marc spoke fluent 
Spanish and asked him to go to Mexico on a trip he was organizing. A 
group of men were going to build a house for a family in need. When 
Marc met Bruce, he wasn’t planning on going—he didn’t feel worthy.

“Bruce’s first words to me were, ‘You’re Marc, the one who’s 
gonna translate for us in Mexico?—that’s so awesome!’” Marc 
recalls. “Bruce was so excited and passionate about it, I didn’t have 
the heart to tell him no, so I went. Responding to that invitation 
changed everything.”

———
Matthew sat in his tax office, gainfully employed in his crooked 

business when Jesus came and said, “Follow me” (Matthew 9:9). 
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Jesus had been hanging out in Matthew’s region of Galilee for 
about a year, and no doubt Matthew had heard about Jesus and 
probably followed him around. But Matthew had not yet left his 
despised trade—known among the religious to attract immoral, 
unethical, “sinful” people—tax collectors were the “bad guys.” In 
today’s terms, it would be like Jesus walking into the bar saying, 
“Marc, follow me.”

Matthew must have seen in Jesus’ eyes a vision of something 
better he could become. He was so excited, he threw a big party 
for Jesus at his big house (an indication of his wealth gained from 
his unethical business). Though he only had a glimpse of the Mas-
terpiece Jesus saw in him, it was attractive enough to want all his 
friends to have the same.

Even though Matthew had been hanging around Jesus, he was 
also still hanging out with his friends who partied, drank too much, 
had immoral tendencies, and were dishonest, because that’s who 
came to the party. Mark even points out “there were many of them, 
and they were following [Jesus]” (Mark 2:15 nasb). That’s what 
convinced the religious people something was wrong with Jesus.

When the Pharisees saw this, they asked his disciples, “Why does 
your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” On hearing 
this, Jesus said, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but 
the sick. But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not 
sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”

Matthew 9:11–13

Don’t miss Jesus’ biting sarcasm! Who were these “healthy, righ-
teous” people Jesus was talking to?

The Pharisees who would eventually have him killed!
They weren’t healthy; they were hiding! They weren’t righteous; 

they were playing religious “us/them” games to feel good about 
themselves—but their hearts were far from God (Mark 7:6). Jesus 
points this out—they used religion to mask what was missing in-
side: mercy!
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Jesus tells them to go learn what this means. He quotes Hosea 6, 
where God calls Israel’s love a mist—it appears and then is gone—
they’ve been unfaithful to God: “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice; 
and acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings” (v. 6). 
God is getting at the heart of what he wants for his people—not 
just religious sacrifices (“I don’t do that like they do”), or offer-
ings (“look at me; I serve, I tithe, I attend, I’m good!”). God wants 
something else. He wants hearts like his, full of a mercy that flows 
like a river of love from the One who offers mercy to me, and you, 
and Marc too.

As we will see throughout the Gospels, Jesus doesn’t have an “us/
them” picture of people—those who are “healthy” and then those 
“other people” who need God’s mercy and help to find restoration. 
Jesus just sees “people”—all of us broken, muddied, sin-stained, 
marred Masterpieces that only the Master Artist can restore. Jesus 
came for all people who are honest about their desperate need for 
God’s restoration work. Is that you? If so, fantastic! Pray that God 
uses this study of Jesus’ life and encounters to align your heart 
with his and fulfill his restoration mission in you and through you.

life by life

As we will see, Matthew and friends followed Jesus for one year, 
and then Jesus sent Matthew out to do the very things Jesus did 
for him. Two and a half years later, Jesus commissioned Matthew 
and friends to lead his church, restoring the world wherever they 
went. And I’m convinced Jesus wants to do the same thing through 
you and your friends! In fact, if we look around three to five years 
from now, and none of our “tax collector, sinful” neighbors are 
following Christ and even leading his restoration mission forward, 
we need to reconsider if we are missional on Jesus’ mission. I’ve 
watched hundreds of ordinary people, in churches and Christian 
Networks around the world, restoring God’s artwork, life by life. 
You can too.
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Marc recalls, “On the way to Mexico, all these men were telling 
their stories of where they’d been in life—many had been right 
where I had been—but the difference I saw was that they weren’t 
doing life alone anymore. They were in it together, and they were 
helping each other become what God intended—I wanted that! 
I opened my heart to Christ, got baptized, and got involved in a 
recovery group and a men’s small group—which helped me over-
come drugs and grow tremendously.”

Though making great money with his bars, Marc felt God lead-
ing him out of the bar business—a huge step of faith, but he found 
huge blessings on the other side. One of our church Networks now 
meets in his old bar! (We’ll talk about how you can start a Network 
in part 2.) Marc’s girlfriend saw such positive change, she started 
hanging around Marc’s new friends and found faith, and today 
they’re happily married.

Several years later, Bruce challenged Marc to start his own men’s 
group, and Marc invited Corey to join it. Corey had moved from 
Miami to work in Austin as a physical therapist, but got involved 
in the same life Marc had come from. Corey saw in Marc the vi-
sion of the man he could become. Corey started following Jesus 
in that group of men, allowing Jesus to do his restoration work 
in him. Within a couple of years, Corey was making radical deci-
sions to be an instrument of mercy and restoration in the hands 
of the Master Artist.

Serving refugee families with others at Gateway, Corey decided 
to move into the low-income part of town to be a minister of 
mercy and hope among refugees. Marc equipped Corey to lead, 
and today Corey spiritually leads a group of men. Corey got his 
group involved demonstrating mercy and love to the elderly. They 
started visiting the retirement community where I met Derek’s 
grandmother.

And there Corey met Derek!
Corey and Derek have become friends. I have no idea how the 

story will unfold, but I see Corey showing love and mercy to Derek 
and Zoe, calling out the Masterpiece under the mud—just as Marc 
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did for him, and Bruce and others did for Marc, and I did for 
Bruce, and Randy Worrell did for me. And someone must have 
done for you too!

That’s why I could look Zoe and Derek in the eyes that Sunday 
morning and say, “I’m so glad you’re here. I’d love to pray for you. 
God has great plans for both of you if you’re willing to follow him.” 
That’s how God the Artist restores his Masterpiece, life by life! 
And he will do the same in you and make a huge impact through 
you—if you’re willing. Are you willing to let God’s restoration 
process begin with you?

QUESTIONS AND ACTIONS

 1. Reflect on this: Do you tend to focus most on the mud or the 
Masterpiece when you see yourself? How about when you see 
others muddied by sin and brokenness? Why is this?

 2. Try this: Ask God to lead you to people this week who look mud-
died to you. Engage them in conversation. Your only goal is to 
ask questions, listen, and learn about them as people, uniquely 
created by the Master Artist.
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