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C H A P T E R  1

A MOST CLEVER 
ATTACK

Greg was sorely confused.
His coworker Aaron claimed to be a Christian, yet he seemed to rel-

ish attacking others. Aaron specialized in creating offensive nicknames 
for coworkers and others outside the office. He policed the entire office, 
even people who didn’t report to him, making sure they adhered to a 
policy he had lobbied to get passed. Aaron was a master sleuth at uncov-
ering personal secrets and launching them into a juicy gossip chain. 
He blatantly lied about coworkers’ words and actions to pit one person 
against another so he could play both sides as a “comforting defender.”

One coworker had enough of this and called him out on it, and 
Aaron convinced the boss to lay her off, which created a terrifying 
wall of protection against anyone else who thought about standing 
up to him.

While Aaron was toxic toward everyone in the office, he put on 
a different face with the boss. He had convinced his boss that he was 
the one true loyal employee and that everyone else was out to get 
him. He also used a twisted sense of humor to become the boss’s 
favorite lunch mate.

Greg felt paralyzed because the toxic work environment impacted 
his physical health, his mental state, his family life, and his sleep. He 
needed the job, but Aaron was making his workplace torturous. It 
was so bad that Greg admitted he couldn’t leave Aaron at the office. 
Mentally, Aaron followed him home and haunted him at night. Greg 
dreaded driving into work in the morning. His wife or one of his chil-
dren would start talking to him in the evening, and he found himself 
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tuning them out, mentally back in the office, second-guessing what 
he had said or done, trying to figure out a way to make sense of what 
felt like a crazy situation.

“Why does Aaron want to control everything?” Greg asked me. 
“How can he get any joy out of acting like that? What pleasure is 
there in spreading gossip about everyone else, lying to make people 
hate each other? And how can he call himself a Christian when he 
makes everybody else’s life feel like a living hell?”

Sadly, the only role I could offer Greg was as an empathetic but 
naive listener. Back then, I had no understanding of how to handle 
toxic people. I’m sure I’d be ashamed of the pious advice I gave him 
about setting an example, praying for Aaron, turning the other 
cheek, etc.

It wasn’t until I found myself in the crosshairs of similar toxic 
personalities that I realized toxic individuals feed off misunderstood 
piety and are enabled by false Christian guilt to spread their attacks 
far and wide.

This naïveté of mine carried on for decades. Much later in life, 
I was caught off guard when, at first, a woman seemed pleased that 
I was speaking out on an issue she felt had been too long ignored in 
the church. She wrote to me to thank me, and then suggested I read 
her book and another person’s book to get even more information.

I was honest with her and made no promises. This was a one-
time blog post, I explained. Addressing this issue wasn’t a primary 
calling in my life, so I couldn’t promise to read two entire books on 
the topic. It wasn’t anything personal; it was just a matter of time.

She was greatly offended and then launched a vicious attack.
No longer was I a friend; I was an enemy. In fact, I had helped 

cause the problem I was trying to address, and even my blog post, 
which seemed to agree with her, was only a cover for my ignorance 
and own evil behavior. And people should read and buy her book 
while demanding that my books be pulled from publication.

I spent way too much time, lost too much focus, and expended 
too much energy trying to placate a toxic person. My desire is 
to encourage, lift up, and support others through my writing and 
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speaking. Here’s where my ignorance brought much distraction and 
angst. For most of my adult life, I’ve focused only on playing offense 
when it comes to ministry. No one taught me about playing spiritual 
defense. The very idea seemed “unchristian.”

I’m not speaking here about “professional” ministry, by the way; 
I’m referring to every believer’s call to spread God’s love and truth to 
people wherever we live and work, whether it’s in a bank or a bakery 
or on the ballfield. God’s work will be attacked in many very clever 
ways. If we fail to learn how to play defense, we’re going to be tied 
in knots of false guilt and distraction. As we are sidetracked, fewer 
people will be loved and served, and we’ll bring unnecessary misery 
into our lives.

I used to think, If I can just become a little holier, a little wiser, more 
loving, a little more patient, a bit more knowledgeable about the Bible, 
more surrendered to the Holy Spirit, etc., then everyone will “see Jesus” 
in me and line up to hear what God has to say. When someone didn’t 
respond or became hostile, I thought, Is there compromise in my life 
holding me back? Are my words lacking grace? Did I not hear God correctly?

So I spoke and wrote almost exclusively about playing offense.
When writing about marriage and parenting, I stressed play-

ing a good offense: love, serve, sacrifice, and cherish. I didn’t stress 
enough the need (sadly) for some couples and individuals to play a 
little defense.

It wasn’t until a friend of mind, Dr. Steve Wilke, noticed my dis-
tress as I endured another toxic attack that he began to teach me 
about the need to occasionally play defense.

“Gary,” he said, “read the book of Luke. Jesus walked away from 
people many, many times.”

Dr. Wilke’s passing remark opened my eyes to an entirely new 
dimension of ministry: defense. With new eyes, I saw how Jesus fre-
quently walked away from intended persecution. I read how Paul, 
Peter, and even the “apostle of love,” John, warned early believers to 
beware of certain toxic individuals. It’s wise and loving to focus on 
playing offense, but to play offense without any defense is to make 
ourselves unnecessarily vulnerable and severely diminish our impact.
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My lack of defense, my naïveté in thinking that a stellar offense 
makes a good defense unnecessary, held me back for thirty years of 
adult ministry. I have wasted way too much time on toxic people, and 
not one of those toxic people came out the better for it. But many 
reliable people whom I could have interacted with were ignored or 
given less attention so I could devote my time trying to placate the 
malignant.

I’m done with that. I repent of that.
I want to play the best offense possible: Know the Word inside 

and out. Surrender to the Holy Spirit’s guidance. Live in the affirma-
tion of the Father and the grace of the Son. Love others sacrificially 
and enthusiastically.

But I believe future years of ministry can be even more fruitful 
if I learn to also play a little defense along the way.

If you’ve never been a people pleaser, this may all seem rather ele-
mentary. If you find it easy to write people off, you may justifiably say, 
“Welcome to the world of being an adult, Gary.” But if, like me, you’ve 
let guilt and misplaced “compassion” tie you up in knots as you tried 
to figure out why a relationship or ministry situation made you feel 
like you’ve lost your mind, you may find this book to be very helpful.

I got a call from Greg a few years back. He hadn’t talked to or seen 
Aaron in fifteen years until Aaron tracked him down by email and 
warned him he needed to hire a lawyer. Aaron said he was going to 
sue him. (For the record, Aaron never actually filed a lawsuit.)

If you have any doubt whether toxic people exist and typically 
refuse to cede control or give up their attacks, just ask around.

There are certain people who drain us, demean us, and distract 
us from other healthy relationships. Long after they’re gone, we’re 
still fighting with them in our minds and trying to get them out of 
our hearts. They keep us awake. They steal our joy. They demolish 
our peace. They make us (if we’re honest with ourselves) weaker spiri-
tually. They even invade times of worship and pervert them into sea-
sons of fretting.

They are toxic, and we know they are toxic, but perhaps they’re a 
lifelong friend, relative, or coworker. You can’t avoid all troublesome 
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people, can you? And aren’t we supposed to reach difficult people? 
Didn’t Jesus tell us to search for sinners?

And so we keep engaging them, keep running into a wall, all the 
while thinking we’re doing the Lord’s work.

But what if we’re not?
What if there’s another way of looking at how we handle toxic 

people in our lives? What if the way and work of Christ are so compel-
ling, so urgent, and so important that allowing ourselves to become 
bogged down by toxic people is an offense to God rather than a ser-
vice to God?

Toxic has become a psychological catchphrase of the day, but 
you’ll see how steeped in Scripture this approach is. In fact, I quote 
more Scripture in this book than in any of my previous books. This 
truth about playing defense was staring me in the face the dozens of 
times I read the Bible; I was just too blind to see it. The mere act of 
Jesus letting so many walk away has changed the way I look at life, 
ministry, and service.

A Clever Attack

If someone is getting in the way of you becoming the person God 
created you to be or frustrating the work God has called you to do, 
for you that person is toxic. It’s not selfish for you to want to be who 
God created you to be, and it’s not selfish for you to do what God 
created you to do, so it’s important to learn how to be on the lookout 
for toxic people. That may mean cutting them out of your life when 
possible or severely limiting your exposure to them when there’s no 
better solution.

One of the cleverest attacks against God’s church today centers 
around our guilt in dealing with toxic people. Satan knows he can’t 
stop God’s people from loving and caring, because God’s Spirit makes 
us love and care. What he can do, however, is urge us to pour most of 
our God-breathed love, intention, and goodwill on people who actu-
ally resent it and who will never respond to grace. Satan can’t stop 
God’s clear water from flowing through us, but he can tempt us to 
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pour it straight into the gutter, quenching the thirst of no one and 
creating no fruit.

This trap needs to be exposed, and God’s people need to be 
set free.

One caveat before we begin. Some use the label toxic much too 
broadly as an excuse to avoid difficult, different, or hurting people. 
Let’s not do that. As we’ll see in chapters 3–5, toxic has a special des-
ignation that we can learn to discern and then manage accordingly. 
Yet there are naive Christians who aren’t on the lookout for any tox-
icity and who then find themselves going crazy because they become 
overwhelmed by something for which they have little understanding 
and no label.

There are perhaps far fewer truly “toxic” people than we may 
think, but the reason we need an entire book to address them is that 
their negative assaults are inordinately effective. In the wise words 
of the seventh-century monk John Climacus, “A single wolf, helped 
by a demon, can trouble an entire flock.”1 In more contemporary lan-
guage, one toxic person can all but empty a solid midsize church if he 
or she isn’t called out on it.

Toxic people ruin family gatherings. They assault friendships. 
They can run businesses into the ground. While their numbers may 
be relatively small, their influence, unfortunately, is not. They mur-
der ministries. They rob saints of their joy and peace and sometimes 
make us question our sanity.

It’s time to call them out. It’s time to make the most of the one 
life God gives us, and that means we have to learn how to play a little 
defense. Resolve today that the toxic people won’t take you down or 
even distract you. Your mission matters too much for that.

Road Map

Here’s where we’re going to go and what we’re going to discuss. 
The entire book hinges on studying the life of Jesus, who walked 
away from others (or let others walk away from him) many times. 
Understanding his methods of playing defense will inform how we 
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preserve our call to love and serve (playing offense). We’ll look closely 
at how Jesus played defense in chapter 2.

Chapters 3–5 will define what a toxic person is. Toxic people can 
be toxic in different ways, but we’ll show some of the major markers.

Then—this is so key—chapters 6 and 7 (“No Time to Waste” and 
“Reliable People”) lay out the case for focusing on playing offense. 
Matthew 6:33 and 2 Timothy 2:2 tell us how crucial it is to be active 
servants and what we are to focus on in our service. This book is 
about protecting our mission from toxic attacks even more than it’s 
about protecting ourselves from toxic people.

Chapter 8 explores Jesus’ famous passage where he warns us not 
to throw pearls to pigs. Chapter 9 looks at the difference between 
labeling and name-calling; if it seems harsh to you to call someone 
“toxic,” you’ll find this chapter particularly helpful. Chapter  10, 
“A Man with a Mission,” uses Nehemiah as a particularly excellent 
example of someone who kept their mission on point in the face of 
many toxic attacks.

Since it’s not always possible to walk away from toxic people, 
chapter  11 explores how to “look like Jesus when working with 
Judas,” and chapter 12 follows up by teaching the sad but essential 
reality that in order to maintain our mission before God, we must 
learn how to be hated without letting it distract or destroy us.

Chapter 13 offers a biblical view on how evil infects every good 
thing that God has created on this planet. That sets us up for chap-
ter 14, where Jesus tells us that our allegiance to his spiritual family 
takes precedence over our allegiance to our blood family of origin. 
Chapter 15 helps us sidestep the common (and vicious) attack leveled 
by family members: “How come you’re not acting like a Christian?”

Chapters 16–19 apply all we’ve been learning to family relation-
ships with our parents, spouses, and children. Chapter  20 gives 
a powerful example of a man who learned to leave his toxic ways 
behind, and chapter 21 teaches us to be less toxic toward ourselves. 
The epilogue speaks a final pastoral word to those who have been 
harmed by toxic behavior.

I had envisioned that this would be a short book, about half of 
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what it has become. Once I opened up the Scriptures, however, it was 
like the glaciers melted and the dams overflowed, and I had to ride 
the rivers way downstream.

I hope you enjoy and learn from the ride.

Takeaways

•	 Because toxic individuals exist, we need to learn how to play 
defense. Focusing only on offense is naive and undercuts the 
impact we can have with others.

•	 Seeing Jesus walk away from others or let others walk away from 
him presents a model to consider in our own lives.

•	 Toxic individuals drain us of joy, energy, and peace.
•	 One of Satan’s cleverest attacks is getting us to pour our time and 

energy into people who resent the grace we share and who will 
never change, keeping us from spending time with and focusing 
on others whom we can love and serve.

•	 There may not be a lot of toxic people numerically, but they tend 
to have an inordinately negative effect on families, churches, 
relationships, and ministries, so we need to be on the lookout.
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WHEN TO WALK AWAY 
By Gary Thomas 

Jesus walked away from toxic people, and you should too. 

Bestselling author Gary Thomas draws on Jesus’ example to 

show how the best course of action for us to take with some 

relationships is to walk away . . . or let the other person walk 

away. Most of us have run across toxic individuals who drain us of 

our joy and peace–people who resent the grace we share and will 

never change. In the Gospels, we read that when Jesus spoke a 

hard truth, sometimes the other person chose to walk away. Other 

times, the person asked Jesus to leave–and he complied. As Gary 

will show in this study, we don’t have to pour our time and energy 

into toxic people. Instead, we can follow Jesus’ example to walk 

away from toxic people and walk toward healthy relationships that 

will encourage us, strengthen us, and build us up. And as we do, it 

frees us to focus completely on the purpose that God has 

established for our lives. 
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