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To all the leaders at Hobby Lobby  
who helped form this book,  

to the thousands of employees who  
further our mission every day,  

to the loyal customers who keep us going,  
and to the love of my life, Barbara,  

the very first person to run the business.
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Introduction
The Secret Sauce

It shouldn’t work. So why does it?
Sometimes at Hobby Lobby, our customer service man-

ager gives tours to corporate leaders. Some of them have 
graduated from business schools such as Harvard or other 
Ivy League colleges. He drives them around our premises 
in Oklahoma City on a golf cart. They go through our 
three warehouses, our art development rooms, our pro-
duction and manufacturing lines, and our corporate of-
fices. As he gives these tours, he hears our guests comment 
repeatedly, “Your operations fly in the face of everything 
we learned in business school. This is exactly the opposite 
of what we learned— but somehow it works.”

We do things differently at Hobby Lobby, and leaders 
notice.

Like so many people, we started our business in our ga-
rage. Along the way, we had our moments of doubt whether 
we’d even make it. I’ll be the first to admit, we learned much 
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Introduction

by trial and error. We’ve made plenty of mistakes over the 
years. But along the way, God has been gracious and guided 
us in ways that often haven’t appeared to make sense. We 
weren’t guided by business degrees, best practices, or focus 
groups. We didn’t have a road map— just God, the Bible, 
prayer, and common sense. These are the ways we’ve watched 
Him work. And as we followed Him, we saw Him break the 
rules of traditional business practices and give us success.

When we started on this journey in 1970, we had no idea 
what lay ahead. We had no inkling of the sales trajectory 
God had planned for us:

1972: 1 store, $136.40 (August through December)

1982: 7 stores, $18 million

1992: 36 stores, $128 million

2002: 285 stores, $1.1 billion

2012: 520 stores, $3.3 billion

2022: 985 stores, $8 billion (projected)

In fifty years, we’ve gone from less than $150 to $8 bil-
lion in sales! Let me bear witness— that isn’t me.

As we approach the fiftieth anniversary of Hobby Lobby, 
I’d like to look back and try to answer the question, Why 
does how we operate work when it shouldn’t?

To begin, I know a few things for sure:

• It isn’t merely a success formula.

• It doesn’t only reflect sound business practices.
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• It isn’t dumb luck.

• And it certainly isn’t a result of any extraordi-
nary foresight or ability on my part.

And yet, God has used me to help create an $8 billion a 
year business that employs more than fifty thousand men 
and women across the country. He’s enabled us to give 
away 50 percent of our profits to help fund remarkably 
effective initiatives for His kingdom all over the world. It 
has been a wonderfully satisfying, thrilling, scary, eye- 
opening, perplexing, enjoyable ride lasting half a century!

But really, none of this is what interests me the most. I 
find the following question far more exciting: What if God 
might want to use you to do a new, even greater work?

While we celebrate what God has done so far through 
Hobby Lobby and our associated companies, I’m praying 
that the Lord will raise up hundreds, thousands, maybe 
tens of thousands of talented leaders— whether in busi-
ness or ministry— with hearts committed to Christ. I 
dream of an army of men and women who want to not 
only create successful organizations but also use those en-
terprises to make a difference for Jesus around the world. 
Keep in mind that I believe the unconventional principles 
discussed in this book apply whether you lead a business, 
a church, a nonprofit, or are just contemplating the idea 
of leadership.

I want to lay out for you the core elements that have 
en abled Hobby Lobby to thrive, even though to many ob-
servers our success has seemed not just improbable but 
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Introduction

impossible. Much of our success, frankly, is improbable 
from a merely human standpoint. But we have never pur-
sued business from a merely human standpoint.

We always take care to describe success in terms of what 
God has done. That, in fact, is a crucial part of our secret 
sauce, which I want to describe for you. I would love for 
this sauce, or some version of it, to become your own, 
enabling you to reach heights you’ve never even dreamed of 
achieving. God rarely chooses to duplicate what He’s al-
ready done. What new thing might He want to do through 
you?

The Secret Sauce

Every secret sauce includes many ingredients, and the 
amount and combination of these ingredients give each 
sauce its unique flavor. While every ingredient plays a key 
role in the sauce’s essence, some ingredients play far more 
critical roles than others.

As I highlight the ingredients that make up the secret 
sauce responsible for the success of Hobby Lobby, it might 
help to place those ingredients in three major categories:

 1. God- centered practices

 2. People- focused practices

 3. Commonsense practices

While each of the ingredients we’ll consider has proven 
critical to Hobby Lobby’s success, some ingredients have 
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played (and continue to play) an outsized role in our 
growth. We could not have expanded from a family busi-
ness that began with a $600 loan in 1970 to a contem-
porary company with 985 stores nationwide, stocking 
100,000 items, without this secret sauce.

I realize that most corporations with priceless secret 
recipes zealously guard their proprietary formulations, 
often keeping them locked up in high- security vaults. I 
think of the carefully protected recipes for Coca- Cola, 
KFC, Dr Pepper, or Bush’s Baked Beans. By contrast, I am 
handing you the secret sauce that powers Hobby Lobby. 
Why?

First, it’s not really mine to hang on to. While the Lord 
used me to establish and lead Hobby Lobby, it’s His com-
pany, not mine. He made that clear to me several years 
ago when I wondered what I should do about company 
succession and ownership. It’s one of the secret ingredients 
you’ll read about.

Second, I’d like to see countless men and women around 
the globe use this secret sauce to create their own, very 
different versions, suitable for a wide variety of indus-
tries, businesses, ministries, and nonprofits— not to enrich 
themselves but to give millions of families stable incomes 
and enjoyable, meaningful places to work. Beyond that, 
I long to see them create such high- performing organiza-
tions that they gain the means to fund or build new, ex-
traordinary initiatives for God’s kingdom from one corner 
of the earth to the other, blessing those made in God’s 
image wherever they may live under God’s heaven.
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Introduction

The Most Important Question

Why does Hobby Lobby work when it really shouldn’t? 
What’s the secret sauce that makes it all possible? As in-
triguing and helpful as I think the answers to these ques-
tions are, the most important question is one only you can 
answer: How may God want to use you to create some 
new sensation (one that “just shouldn’t work,” but does) 
to bring life to families, blessing to the world, and joy to 
God’s heart?

That’s the story I’m looking forward to hearing as you 
apply the principles in this book.
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one one one one one one 
one one one one one one

one
Give the True 

Owner the Vote

At several crucial times in my life, God has seized my 
attention in unforgettable ways to alter my path and to 
change how we do things at Hobby Lobby. Each of these 
pivotal episodes resulted in some paradigm shift, a few 
of them larger than others. We wouldn’t be where we are 
today without them.

I never saw any of them coming. I didn’t always im-
mediately understand their meaning or significance. And 
more than once they rocked me out of some unhelpful 
pattern before they filled me with gratitude and delight 
over some new thing God wanted to do in, with, and 
through us.

Out of a handful of such experiences, three stand out 
as catalysts for major change. Although they took place 
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many years apart, they’ve worked together in my life to 
transform the way I think and act as a leader. They also 
continue to teach me that God is amazingly patient with 
us, always desiring our best but never hesitant to point 
out traits, beliefs, actions, or habits that really need to go. 
And typically, only when they do go does He set things in 
motion to give us the success He’s had in mind all along.

The First Catalyst for Change

Hobby Lobby has grown slowly over the years. By the 
time we reach our fiftieth anniversary in August 2022, we 
expect to operate about a thousand stores with combined 
yearly sales of around $8 billion.

Things looked much different back in 1979 when we 
had only four stores with sales less than .002 percent of 
today’s sales. We were “succeeding” but just barely. My 
wife, Barbara, and I gave 10 percent of our personal earn-
ings to God’s work, but at that point the company made 
no corporate donations. I figured we needed to plow all 
excess funds back into Hobby Lobby to help it continue 
to grow. I hoped that, one day, we might become strong 
enough corporately to start giving a small percentage of 
our profits to worthy ministries. Someday.

On a flight home after attending that year’s denomina-
tional convention of our church, I sat next to a window. As 
I looked out at the clouds and to the ground far below, I 
suddenly sensed the Lord speaking to my heart: You need 
to give $30,000 for Bible literature.
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A missionary’s words delivered at the conference, de-
scribing an acute need for such literature, quickly came 
to mind— but what did that have to do with me? We had 
only a handful of stores, none of them setting sales rec-
ords. How could we afford to give away $30,000? That’s 
impossible, I thought.

But as I sat by that window and prayed about what I 
thought I heard the Spirit say to me, another idea hit: What 
if  we gave $7,500, four times? We could write four checks 
and postdate them a month apart for four months. The 
latter seemed far more doable than giving thirty grand 
outright, but was it just a crazy idea?

When I returned home, I described my plane episode 
to Barbara and told her about my idea. We discussed it, 
prayed about it, and eventually decided to go for it. We 
wrote the checks and put them in the mail, along with an 
explanatory letter. Several days later, we received a phone 
call from a denominational official who had received our 
little package. He informed us that four African mission-
aries had held a special prayer meeting to ask for litera-
ture funds on the very day we had postmarked our letter. 
“Looks like God answered their prayer!” he added.

The checks were deposited according to our instructions, 
and they didn’t bounce. So began our corporate giving 
(something I’ll describe in more detail a bit later). In fact 
though, the episode played a much bigger role in my life 
and thinking than merely initiating our corporate giving.

My parents and my five siblings had all gone into church 
ministry of one kind or another. I was the only one who 

_GreenHigh_LeadershipNotByBook_SG_sa.indd   23_GreenHigh_LeadershipNotByBook_SG_sa.indd   23 5/23/22   8:10 AM5/23/22   8:10 AM

David Green with Bill High, Leadership Not by the Book 
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2022. Used by permission.



God- Focused Practices

24

had not. For years, I felt like something of a black sheep. 
You know, the only one in the family to go astray, the lone 
ne’er- do- well who chose to wander off into the wasteland 
of business.

Not long after Barbara and I gave our “impossible” 
amount, it struck me that God had called me into business 
just as surely as He had called my family members into 
church ministry. God had a definite purpose for me in my 
work as a Christian businessman! The Lord wanted to use 
what I did in my company to expand His kingdom. The 
idea both surprised and thrilled me.

I’ve written this book, in part, to encourage you to 
adopt the same understanding. God wants to use your 
business, your company, your organization, your group 
for kingdom purposes. I don’t know how; that’s for you 
to discover. But I do know He has a definite purpose for 
you to fulfill, one that fits somewhere in His ongoing mis-
sion to this world.

Despite this pivotal incident, however, I didn’t yet think 
of our company as a ministry. That realization would 
come much later and would require at least two more 
divine episodes. I did, however, start walking toward a 
destination very different from the one I had in mind when 
I began.

The Second Catalyst for Change

Hobby Lobby saw steady growth from the late 1970s to 
the mid-1980s. We opened more stores and earned tens 
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of millions in annual sales. The future looked fantastic. I 
even began to suspect that I might be a genius.

And then came 1985.
This time, God didn’t speak to me as I sat by an airplane 

window. I didn’t hear from Him while flying thirty thou-
sand feet above the ground. On this occasion, I heard from 
Him while huddled under my big mahogany desk with my 
office door closed, desperately praying. I left my phone 
unanswered because I already knew the callers: creditors 
demanding we pay bills we couldn’t pay. The underside 
of my desk became my refuge.

What had happened in six years?
During the Oklahoma oil boom of the 1980s, I had 

overextended us. I bought inventory on credit, assuming 
the money would keep rolling in. Then the oil bust hit, the 
economy tanked, and the bank threatened to foreclose on 
us. Every time I tried to fix the problem, my brilliant solu-
tion backfired. I tried to save money wherever I could, but 
we lost money on sales because our stores didn’t have the 
merchandise they needed. For the first time in the history 
of our company, we landed in red ink, a wide sea of it. By 
the end of 1985, we had lost nearly $1 million, more than 
any two years of profit we’d ever earned.

Under my desk, I turned to the only place I knew to go. 
I turned to God. I felt Him saying to my heart: If  you’re 
so big, I’m going to let you have it by yourself.

I was a proud man. I had grown cocky from all my 
success. I imagined that I had the Midas touch, that I had 
become an Einstein of business. Ever since I worked retail 
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in high school, I had stampeded through the ranks, be-
coming the youngest store manager, the youngest district 
manager, the first in charge of a prototype store. Finally, 
I started my own company. Every year from 1972 to 1985, 
Hobby Lobby turned a profit.

I assumed the gravy train would last forever, and so I 
took on more and more debt. I allowed myself to get a 
big head— and God temporarily removed His blessing. 
Oh, He still provided for me. He gave me life. He gave 
me breath. But He stopped giving us what our company 
most needed— His blessing.

If you’ve ever thought, David Green is so smart, then 
let me shatter your delusion. All by itself, 1985 proved to 
me that I’m not so smart. Without God’s help, I couldn’t 
sustain even a dozen stores, much less a thousand.

In April 1986 I called a family meeting to describe how 
very serious our predicament had become. With my pride 
shattered, I tearfully admitted that I didn’t know what 
to do. Mart, my oldest son (then twenty- four years old), 
replied, “Dad, it’s okay. Our faith is not in you— it’s in 
God. If we lose the businesses, we’ll still be okay.” I started 
to breathe a little.

God must destroy our arrogant pride if He is to bless 
the work of our hands. The Lord loves to bless humility, 
not smug self- confidence. It’s hard to maintain a smug self- 
confidence when you’re crouching under your desk, hiding 
from creditors, and pleading for God to help you out of 
the mess you’ve created for yourself! Today, I can say I’m 
glad for those dark days. I needed to have my bubble burst. 
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I needed a good dose of reality that would prompt me to 
say, along with another leader who centuries before had 
experienced God’s fierce opposition to human pride: “I . . . 
praise and exalt and glorify the King of heaven, because 
everything he does is right and all his ways are just. And 
those who walk in pride he is able to humble” (Dan. 4:37).

Once I humbled myself, the Lord again blessed the work 
of Hobby Lobby. The economy picked up, we made some 
adjustments, and by the end of 1986, the company became 
profitable once more. By God’s grace, it has managed to 
remain in the black every year since then.

This episode also taught me an important secondary les-
son. Through it, the Lord led us to get rid of our long- term 
debt (see chapter 3). For now, I’ll say that accumulating 
long- term debt implies that we know what the future will 
bring when only God knows what lies ahead. He force-
fully clarified that truth for me through my season of desk 
diving.

The Third Catalyst for Change

So far, so good. God first taught me that He had called 
me into business for a divine purpose. Then He reminded 
me that any success we enjoy comes ultimately from His 
grace and provision and that He always opposes human 
pride. About fifteen years after my second lesson, I was 
ready for the third.

Hobby Lobby survived its mid-1980s scare and by the 
late 1990s had grown to around two hundred stores and 
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was approaching $1 billion in yearly sales. By that time, 
a very different set of troubles began to cost me a lot of 
sleep.

How would we handle the twin questions of inheri-
tance and succession? What would happen to my grand-
children, great- grandchildren, and more distant heirs if 
they should become millionaires even before they were 
born? And who would take over the leadership of Hobby 
Lobby when I stepped down as CEO? How would we 
make those crucial decisions? These issues kept me awake 
night after night.

One evening while praying in my backyard about these 
agonizing decisions, I sensed the Lord asking me, What 
would happen if  the Jones family owned this and you 
were just the CEO?

“I’d have nothing to give,” I answered.
At that moment, I recognized that if  I claimed God 

owned Hobby Lobby— something I had repeated for 
years—I couldn’t continue to act as though it belonged 
to me. In fact, Hobby Lobby was not mine, either to com-
mand or to give away.

For decades I had insisted, like many Christians, that 
God owned the company we built. And yet, that night 
I had to admit that I didn’t even remotely understand 
what divine ownership involved. What did it mean, in a 
practical, hands- on sense that God owned Hobby Lobby? 
I started asking myself, Am I handling the issues of  suc-
cession and inheritance any differently than would a com-
pletely secular leader would?
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My uncomfortable question drove me to think more 
deeply about two critical issues:

 1. What does it mean that God owns Hobby Lobby?

 2. If God owns Hobby Lobby, then how do we oper-
ate differently than those who believe they own 
their businesses?

I started looking into God’s Word for answers, and I 
quickly found the Lord’s response to my first question.

Does God Really Own Everything?

The Bible couldn’t be more emphatic on this issue. In verse 
after verse and Scripture after Scripture, it tells us that the 
God who created everything also owns everything.

The Word of God insists, “The earth is the Lord’s, and 
everything in it, the world, and all who live in it” (Ps. 24:1). 
No exceptions. No caveats. David likewise prays, “Yours, 
Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory and 
the majesty and the splendor, for everything in heaven and 
earth is yours” (1 Chron. 29:11).

Just before the Israelites entered the promised land, 
Moses warned them, “You may say to yourself, ‘My power 
and the strength of my hands have produced this wealth 
for me.’ But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who 
gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms 
his covenant, which he swore to your ancestors, as it is 
today” (Deut. 8:17–18).
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Has your power produced wealth for you? Has the 
strength of your hands created a thriving company? Moses 
would tell you, “You have what you do only because God 
gave you the ability to generate wealth.”

In fact, everything belongs to God. Wealth comes from 
Him and belongs to Him. None of us owns anything, 
whether we admit it or not. God owns it all.

Stewardship versus Ownership

If we don’t own the companies and organizations that 
God has enabled us to create, then how are we to manage 
them? If we’re not owners, then what are we?

The Bible would answer, “You’re stewards.”1 You care-
fully manage the resources and property that belong to 
someone else— namely, God. I have discovered that every 
one of the vexing problems ownership created for me, 
steward ship has resolved.

When we acted as though we owned Hobby Lobby, we 
thought the company owed us. When we started view-
ing Hobby Lobby as God’s, we realized that we owe the 
company. We now see Hobby Lobby as a ministry whose 
mission God calls us to further through our service. We 
are stewards, not owners.

When you’re an owner, wealth can easily become a curse. 
When you’re a steward, wealth becomes a tool.

When family members see themselves as stewards, they 
don’t feel entitled to wealth. Unlike owners, they know 
they must earn their income through their labor.
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When you’re not the owner, you’re just one among 
equals. As a steward, you’re not the elephant in the room.

It’s a hundred times better to be a steward of a company 
than to have to worry about how to handle ownership and 
who gets what after you die! Recognizing that God owns 
Hobby Lobby solved every one of my troubles with suc-
cession, inheritance, and operations. (If you would like 
the short version of how we handled these things, see 
appendix A.) But more than that, it set us up to make 
an outsized difference in this world that otherwise would 
have been impossible.

Give God the Vote

Leading as a steward of God’s resources requires divine 
wisdom. Just because you can do something as the leader 
doesn’t mean you should. Power can cause great damage 
when handled poorly— and a lot of power can cause a 
lot of damage.

Because God owns Hobby Lobby, I have learned to give 
God the vote in all major decisions. For those big deci-
sions, I hit pause and set up the decision in a way that 
gives God the final vote.

I first saw how this could work through the example 
of a man named Gideon who lived a long time ago. He 
needed to make sure that it was God who had called him 
into battle against a huge enemy army. If God hadn’t in-
structed him to send his men into the conflict, he wouldn’t 
dare to put his soldiers’ lives on the line since it looked 
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like a hopeless cause. He asked God for a sign of confir-
mation, and God gave it to him (Judg. 6). We often call 
such a request a fleece, recalling the unlikely nature of the 
sign Gideon requested. Gideon moved forward and won 
a great victory.

I’ve learned to do a similar thing when I face a big 
decision regarding some situation about which the Bible 
appears to give me no clear guidance. First, I pray about it 
and ask God to show me what to do. If I’m still unsure, I 
“put out a fleece” as Gideon did. I structure my requested 
outcome in a way that seems extremely unlikely. I stack the 
cards against myself, if you will. That way, if it happens, 
I take it as God’s answer that He wanted it to take place. 
If it doesn’t happen, I take it as God’s no.

One time a company came up for sale that Hobby Lobby 
had an interest in acquiring. I prayed about it, still felt unsure 
about what to do, and then offered an amount below what 
my CFO told me the company was worth. We didn’t get the 
company. Now, I had seen God do the miraculous enough 
times to know that if He had wanted us to have that com-
pany, we could have purchased it at the lower price. But God 
voted no, and I trust that He had reasons for His choice that 
I know nothing about (and may never know until heaven).

If God owns your company and you give Him the vote, 
you must accept whatever He says, both when He replies 
yes and when He answers no. However He votes, you must 
receive that answer as your marching orders.

What big decisions do you face right now that may 
call for giving God the vote? How can you structure your 
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prayer request to make it plain that God says to you either 
“Go for it” or “Don’t take another step”? Keep in mind 
that the obvious choice may not be the right choice. What 
does God think? That’s the important question.

You’re wise if you wait to let God have a say in the mat-
ter. What a sense of assurance you can enjoy when you 
really believe that God is in the very middle of running 
your (His) business!

God Must Lead

It’s easy to say that God is in charge and that He owns the 
business. But when things go in a different direction from 
what we want, what happens then? Too often, we act as 
though we’re in charge. The question is, How does God 
vote in your business, your organization, your ministry? 
In what way is God really in charge? How is He truly the 
owner? If you want to create some new initiative designed 
to bless the world, you can’t omit this crucial element.

When we were less than half  the size we are now, I 
went out to the warehouse one day feeling crazy confused 
about how to move ahead. Everything seemed extremely 
complex. In a large, nationwide company, you have a mil-
lion things to think about. I sat down and prayed, “God, 
I don’t know what to do.”

In response to my prayer, over a period of about two 
weeks the Lord led me to what we should do and not do. 
He showed me we were doing a lot of things we shouldn’t 
have been doing.
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We were selling some items at 40 percent off, for ex-
ample, when we could have sold just as many at regular 
price. We changed our ad— and our sales volume almost 
immediately jumped. We took in extra sales because we 
listened to the Lord. God helped me and gave me insight 
after I confessed, “This is too big for me.”

And He’ll help you too.

No Need to Worry

Randy Alcorn, author of the excellent book Managing 
God’s Money, relates a story from the seventeenth cen-
tury. A frantic man rode his horse wildly up to the famous 
evangelist and preacher John Wesley. “Mr. Wesley, Mr. 
Wesley,” he shouted, “something terrible has happened! 
Your house has burned to the ground!”

Wesley thought a moment and then replied, “No. The 
Lord’s house burned to the ground. That means one less 
responsibility for me.”

Wesley’s outlook is a key ingredient of the secret sauce 
that has allowed Hobby Lobby to thrive. Alcorn says about 
Wesley’s response to his house burning down: “We might 
say, ‘Get real,’ but Wesley’s reaction didn’t stem from a 
denial of reality. Rather, it sprang from life’s most basic 
reality— that God is the owner of all things, and we are 
simply his stewards.”2

Do you see yourself as a steward or as an owner? Test 
yourself. How do you think you would react if your business, 
organization, or ministry burned to the ground tonight?
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