
Living within limits – Leader resource 

"What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who come to you will only wear 

yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.” 

Exodus 18: 1 -18 (New International Version) 

 

Now Jethro, the priest of Midian and father-in-law of Moses, heard of everything God had 

done for Moses and for his people Israel, and how the LORD had brought Israel out of Egypt.  

 

 After Moses had sent away his wife Zipporah, his father-in-law Jethro received her and her 

two sons. One son was named Gershom, for Moses said, "I have become an alien in a 

foreign land"; and the other was named Eliezer, for he said, "My father's God was my 



helper; he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh."  

 

 Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, together with Moses' sons and wife, came to him in the 

desert, where he was camped near the mountain of God.  Jethro had sent word to him, "I, 

your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you with your wife and her two sons."  

 

 So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law and bowed down and kissed him. They 

greeted each other and then went into the tent.  Moses told his father-in-law about 

everything the LORD had done to Pharaoh and the Egyptians for Israel's sake and about all 

the hardships they had met along the way and how the LORD had saved them.  

 

 Jethro was delighted to hear about all the good things the LORD had done for Israel in 

rescuing them from the hand of the Egyptians. He said, "Praise be to the LORD, who rescued 

you from the hand of the Egyptians and of Pharaoh, and who rescued the people from the 

hand of the Egyptians.  Now I know that the LORD is greater than all other gods, for he did 

this to those who had treated Israel arrogantly."  Then Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought 

a burnt offering and other sacrifices to God, and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to 

eat bread with Moses' father-in-law in the presence of God.  

 

 The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and they stood around 

him from morning till evening.  When his father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing for the 

people, he said, "What is this you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit as judge, 

while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?"  

 

 Moses answered him, "Because the people come to me to seek God's will.  Whenever they 

have a dispute, it is brought to me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of 

God's decrees and laws."  

 

 Moses' father-in-law replied, "What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who 

come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot 

handle it alone.” 



Reflection 
 

This reflection was based on material in Ruth Haley Barton’s excellent book, Strengthening the Soul 

of Your Leadership, Seeking God in the Crucible of Ministry. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2008) 

Moses was a great leader, but he had to find out how to make a life that works.  There were 

both positive and negative effects of his leadership. 

The first hint we have that Moses’ life in leadership is becoming unworkable is that he sent 

his family back to Midian to live with his father-in-law. 

Jethro, himself an experienced leader, could see both the strengths of Moses leadership and 

his blind spots. 

Jethro asks “Why are you doing this?”  Moses’ response is all about “me”... 

Jethro says in effect: this isn’t good for you and it is not good for them.  There is a better 

way. 

What are the signs that we are doing too much: 

(share) 

Irritability, restlessness, compulsive overworking, emotional numbness, escapist behaviours, 

disconnecting from our ministry and calling, not caring for basic human needs, slippage in 

our spiritual practices... 

Like Moses, we need to learn how to handle our responsibilities in ways that are sane and 

do-able for ourselves, our families and the people around us. 

Moses shows a teachable spirit... makes no further excuses but works out and follows a 

better plan. 

Matthew 11: 28 – 30  (New International Version & The Message) 

 

"Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke 

upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."  

 

 "Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and 

you'll recover your life. I'll show you how to take a real rest.  Walk with me and work with 



me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won't lay anything heavy or 

ill-fitting on you.  Keep company with me and you'll learn to live freely and lightly."  

 

Prayer time  

 

Take some time to pay attention to the limits in your life and how you are experiencing 

them. They may be the limits in yourself or in your environment. 

• Consider the limits of time, space, strength and energy. 

• Consider the limits of personality and your relationships. 

• Consider the limits of age and stage of life. 

• Consider the limits of your community. 

• Consider the limits of your calling. 

Although God is limitless, we are not. You may like to talk to God about these areas and 

seek his wisdom for how you should handle the challenges they present. 

Reflect on and pray with the Bible passages from Exodus and Matthew and/or any other 

passages that are helpful to you.  

Who are the Jethro’s in your life?  Are you listening to them? 

What do you sense God saying to you? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Living within limits –  

Participant resource 

"What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who come to you will only wear 

yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.” 

 

Exodus 18: 1 -18 (New International Version) 

 

Now Jethro, the priest of Midian and father-in-law of Moses, heard of everything God had 

done for Moses and for his people Israel, and how the LORD had brought Israel out of Egypt.  

 

 After Moses had sent away his wife Zipporah, his father-in-law Jethro received her and her 

two sons. One son was named Gershom, for Moses said, "I have become an alien in a 



foreign land"; and the other was named Eliezer, for he said, "My father's God was my 

helper; he saved me from the sword of Pharaoh."  

 

 Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, together with Moses' sons and wife, came to him in the 

desert, where he was camped near the mountain of God.  Jethro had sent word to him, "I, 

your father-in-law Jethro, am coming to you with your wife and her two sons."  

 

 So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law and bowed down and kissed him. They 

greeted each other and then went into the tent.  Moses told his father-in-law about 

everything the LORD had done to Pharaoh and the Egyptians for Israel's sake and about all 

the hardships they had met along the way and how the LORD had saved them.  

 

 Jethro was delighted to hear about all the good things the LORD had done for Israel in 

rescuing them from the hand of the Egyptians. He said, "Praise be to the LORD, who rescued 

you from the hand of the Egyptians and of Pharaoh, and who rescued the people from the 

hand of the Egyptians.  Now I know that the LORD is greater than all other gods, for he did 

this to those who had treated Israel arrogantly."  Then Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought 

a burnt offering and other sacrifices to God, and Aaron came with all the elders of Israel to 

eat bread with Moses' father-in-law in the presence of God.  

 

 The next day Moses took his seat to serve as judge for the people, and they stood around 

him from morning till evening.  When his father-in-law saw all that Moses was doing for the 

people, he said, "What is this you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit as judge, 

while all these people stand around you from morning till evening?"  

 

 Moses answered him, "Because the people come to me to seek God's will.  Whenever they 

have a dispute, it is brought to me, and I decide between the parties and inform them of 

God's decrees and laws."  

 

 Moses' father-in-law replied, "What you are doing is not good.  You and these people who 

come to you will only wear yourselves out. The work is too heavy for you; you cannot 

handle it alone.” 



 

Matthew 11: 28 – 30 (New International Version & The Message) 

 

"Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke 

upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."  

 

 "Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and 

you'll recover your life. I'll show you how to take a real rest.  Walk with me and work with 

me—watch how I do it. Learn the unforced rhythms of grace. I won't lay anything heavy or 

ill-fitting on you.  Keep company with me and you'll learn to live freely and lightly."  

 

Prayer time  

 

Take some time to pay attention to the limits in your life and how you are experiencing 

them. They may be the limits in yourself or in your environment. 

• Consider the limits of time, space, strength and energy. 

• Consider the limits of personality and your relationships. 

• Consider the limits of age and stage of life. 

• Consider the limits of your community. 

• Consider the limits of your calling. 

Although God is limitless, we are not. You may like to talk to God about these areas and 

seek his wisdom for how you should handle the challenges they present. 

Reflect on and pray with the Bible passages from Exodus and Matthew and/or any other 

passages that are helpful to you.  

Who are the Jethro’s in your life?  Are you listening to them? 

What do you sense God saying to you? 

 

 


