
We’re called to be fishers of men—but fishing requires skill, and sometimes
even our best efforts produce no results. In Purple Fish, Mark Wilson suggests
we need to relearn the way we’re fishing. He teaches an approach to evangelism
that will draw you closer to Jesus as you talk about him with others. If
you’re being called to the deeper water, where the fish are plenty but the
struggle is great, this is the guide you need.

—Mark Batterson, New York Times bestselling author and 
lead pastor, national Community Church

Mark Wilson takes you on a memorable fishing trip and treasure hunt that
will motivate you to reengage in God’s mission with a new sense of vigor. this
book is witty, engaging, down to earth, and transformative!

—Jr WoodWard, national director, the V3 Church 
Planting Movement, author of Creating a Missional Culture

We must relearn personal evangelism. the “old way” doesn’t work—everyone
knows that. In Purple Fish, Mark Wilson offers an approach he lives and
teaches and that can also work for you. Whether learning for yourself or training
others in personal evangelism, this book is invaluable to that end. Bold as Love.

—BoB roBerts, sr., pastor northWood Church, author of 
Bold as Love: What Can Happen When We See People the Way God Does

You will never read a more fun or helpful book on evangelism than Purple
Fish. the most reprinted book in english after the king James Bible is a
fishing manual entitled The Compleat Angler (1653). this little classic on
another kind of “fishing” deserves a similar future.

—Leonard sWeet, best-selling author, professor (drew University, 
George Fox University), and chief contributor to sermons.com

Purple Fish gets us to the heart of Jesus. too long we have had formulas in
sharing our faith. Mark takes us back to the Jesus model with compelling 
contemporary stories of doubt, faith, fear, and the presence of Christ. I
personally was “spurred on” to joyously live and share the Jesus life. 

—Jo anne LYon, General superintendent, the Wesleyan Church



Purple Fish is an adventure-filled read that helps alleviate the fears and
misgivings about what it means for a follower of Jesus to tell someone else
about Jesus. Purple Fish is a refreshing reminder, with practical witnessing
tools, that Jesus saves and our privilege is to come alongside others to do
what Jesus commands: to make disciples of all nations!

—JIM dUnn, executive director, Church Multiplication 
and discipleship, the Wesleyan Church

You don’t have to like fishing to read Purple Fish, and you don’t need to
be an evangelist at heart. If you believe that God could use you to reach
people, even just one, this book is for you.

—dan reILand, executive pastor, 
12stone Church, author of Amplified Leadership

Purple Fish inspires me to share my faith without shaming the sinner or
stressing me out. Mark is what’s needed today—a folk-theologian, a per-
sonalized pastor, an everyman’s evangelist. Meaning: you can actually
understand what he’s saying in Purple Fish, and it matters. It might matter
more than anything else.

—daVId drUrY, author of several books including 
Being Dad and Chief of staff of the Wesleyan Church

Purple Fish is like an engaging conversation with a trusted friend and men-
tor in a northwoods coffee shop. Mark Wilson warmly shares his heart and
wisdom . . . and the good news continues to spread. 

—WaYne sCHMIdt, vice-president, 
Wesley seminary at Indiana Wesleyan University

Mark Wilson draws together insights from decades of helping ordinary
people discover a love for about Jesus. Purple Fish shows how sharing
one’s faith is a journey into a deeper relationship with Christ as well as
people in need.

—BoB WHIteseL, professor of missional leadership, 
Wesley seminary at Indiana Wesleyan University, author of 

The Healthy Church and Cure for the Common Church



Mark does a masterful job of weaving stories and strategies into a seamless
tapestry of sharing Jesus. Purple Fish is a must-read for anyone who desires
to have their heart warmed for sharing the good news of Jesus Christ.

—PHIL steVenson, assistant district superintendent 
Pacific-southwest district, the Wesleyan Church

Fishing and evangelism are two things I’ve never been a big fan of. and
after reading Purple Fish, I think I’ll take up both. this book will warm your
heart and give you a whole new perspective of Jesus’ Great Commission.
I love it. now all I need, is a rod and reel.

—keItH LoY, lead pastor, Celebrate Community Church

Wonderfully engaging vignettes, apt literary quotations, and richly practical
insights on sharing Jesus with others make Purple Fish a true delight to
read. this gem of a book is marked by the touch of the Holy spirit and is
an important read for those who want to learn better how to winsomely tell
others of Jesus.

—eVVY HaY CaMPBeLL, Phd, Board Chair, World Hope International

Purple Fish will challenge and inspire you to become more effective in
fishing for people. Jesus came to seek and save the lost. this must become
our passion as Christ’s followers. 

—tHoMas H. HerMIz, General superintendent for 
the Churches of Christ in Christian Union

Purple Fish presents a non-judgmental, engaging and delightful approach
to sharing Christ with others by Mark Wilson, a northwoods pastor who
practices what he preaches. You will love this book!

—Brad JoHnson, pastor of California Community Church

I loved this book! Mark Wilson makes the fishing metaphor soar with many
of the best thinking and practices employed by those who share the gospel. If
you are called be fishers of souls, this book will be a delight to read and study. 

—HenrY reYenGa, Jr., president of Christian Leaders Institute



Jesus said, “Follow me and I will make you fishers of men.” Purple Fish is
a great fishing guide for spiritual anglers.

—aL LIndner, Hall of Fame angler and host of Angling Edge tV

as a fisherman, I love this book! the life of a fisherman can be filled with
great struggle. sharing Jesus with others is often no different, with multiple
factors outside of our control affecting our efforts. In Purple Fish, Mark o.
Wilson shares a simple strategy for evangelism that is unique and authentic,
delivered with warmth and engagement, like you are having a conversation
with an old friend. 

—BenJI keLLeY, founding senior pastor, newhope church

to those who want to be Christ’s ambassadors in this needy world (and that
should be all of us who claim to be followers of Jesus): make way for Mark
Wilson and his purple fish lessons. You’ll learn how natural it can be to talk
about God and build relationships with those who believe differently through
embracing our common humanity, encouragement and love. and that is
always good news!

—MarY sCHaLLer, president, Q Place
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PURPLE FISH



Do you wonder why this book is called Purple Fish? though
fishermen do not commonly divulge their secrets, I’ll let you in
on mine. It’s a secret worth sharing. Purple Fish is mostly about
attitude and perspective, rather than technique. 

there are two great metaphors for sharing the gospel: fishing
and treasure hunting. the purple fish combines both.

THE
PURPLE FISH
SECRET

The music of angling is more compelling to me 
than anything contrived in the greatest symphony hall.

—A. J. McClane

2



FISHING

Fishing fits naturally. Jesus loved fishing. He called Galilean
anglers to follow him and fish for people. the ichthus symbol
(fish) was used by the earliest Christians long before landing on
evangelical bumper stickers. 

the fishing image works for me personally as well. Hayward,
my northwoods home, is famous for world record muskies, and
the Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame. one of my favorite hobbies
is dropping a line for bluegills on nelson Lake or wader fishing in
the namekagon river. I also keep a fish count on my blog, record-
ing a tally of each species caught by members of the Wilson tribe
each summer. For us, fishing is a spiritual activity, like norman
Maclean expressed in A River Runs through It: “In our family,
there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing.”1

TREASURE HUNTING

treasure, the other image, is equally compelling. Jesus said
the kingdom of God is like a great treasure buried in a field
(Matt. 13:44). It is of priceless value and worth the all-out search.
In my evangelism courses, this theme plays a significant role, as
we actually go out “treasure hunting” with amazing results. (You
will read about that in chapter 32.)

so, I was in a quandary. Which metaphor should I use in this
book on sharing Jesus with others: fishing or treasure hunting?
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KALCHAINO: THE PURPLE FISH

the answer came from Gail Godwin’s novel Evensong. I
found it in the words of seminary professor, dr. stroup: “there’s
an interesting Greek word, kalchaino. . . . Literally, it means ‘to
search for the purple fish.’ . . . the literal purple fish was a shell-
fish highly prized by the Greeks for its rich purple dye. . . .
divers went to the bottom of the sea in search of this elusive
fish. that’s how ‘searching for the purple fish’ came to be the
Greeks’ expression for plumbing the depths of one’s mind.”2

“Kalchaino!” I actually shouted, “Fishing and treasure hunt-
ing come together in one purple fish!”

I embarked on a study of purple fish and made several fas-
cinating discoveries. the tyrians (and later the Greeks) ven-
tured forth onto high seas in search of the precious murex
shellfish. When they found it, they would extract a rare purple
dye, which was used for royal and priestly garments. tyrian
purple was “high-end” stuff. In other words, they were fishing
for treasure.

this purple dye appears over fifty times throughout scripture,
notably in the tabernacle and temple curtains, priestly garments,
and the robe placed on Jesus at the crucifixion. In acts, we discover
Lydia, an evangelist merchant of purple cloth (acts 16:14–15).

so, for my purposes this is the definition of purple fish: some-
thing of great value worth seeking that when discovered brings
great delight.
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Unfortunately, for most Christians, evangelism feels more
like a trip to the dentist than a purple fish fishing adventure. For
years, that’s the way I understood it because of negative personal
experiences.
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A FRESH APPROACH
TO

EVANGELISM

Most of the world is covered by water. 
A fisherman’s job is simple: Pick out the best parts.

—Charles Waterman

31

For several years, I’ve taught evangelism for nontraditional 
ministerial students through the Wesleyan FLaMe program. during
every class, we spend one afternoon out in the community “doing
the stuff.” after studying the foundations, swapping stories, and
receiving practical instruction, we’re ready to go fishing with Jesus.

the approach I use in these classes is something I picked up
from my sons who brought it home from trips to Mexico with



adventures in Missions. they call it “ask the Lord time.” I 
modified it, and gave it another name: treasure hunt (though 
I later discovered I wasn’t the first person to have that idea).1

TREASURE HUNTS

Here’s how the treasure hunt works: We spend about an hour
alone in prayer, asking God to guide us to those who need bless-
ing and encouragement and give us directions or clues so we can
find them. then we wait, listen, and jot down what comes to our
minds. 

often, the prompting is toward a certain kind of place, such as
a nursing home, hospital, or city park. sometimes, it’s a specific
kind of person, like a single mother, elderly man, or teenager.
sometimes people receive a scripture verse to share. occasion-
ally, the clues seem random and odd. We then group people
together according to what we sense God is telling us and head
out for an afternoon of treasure hunting.

GUIDELINES REGARDING IMPRESSIONS

a caution is in order. Without godly wisdom and solid biblical
moorings, following impressions can disintegrate into nonsense.
the following guidelines are helpful for seeking divine guidance
and interpreting inner nudges. 
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Not Every Impression Is Guidance from God

John Wesley warned, “do not hastily ascribe things to God.”2

Be careful in declaring “thus says the Lord.” If it doesn’t come
true, you’re a false prophet.

Test Your Impressions 

Martin Wells knapp proposed the following questions to help
people discern whether or not their impulses are from above.3

• Is it scriptural? Is the impression in harmony with the
Bible? God doesn’t guide against his Word.

• Is it right? “Impressions which are from God are always
right,” knapp said. “they may be contrary to our feelings,
our prejudices and our natural inclinations, but they are
always right. they will stand all tests.”

• Is it providential? God opens a way for what he wants. 
You don’t have to rush or push. His doors have automatic
openers.

• Is it reasonable? Jesus died to take away our sins not our
brains. He expects us to use the intelligence he gave us. 

Play It Out Before You Toss It Out 

this entire concept may seem odd to you. But before judging
a nudge, play it out. Is this loving? Is it good? does this grow your
heart for others? Is it an act of faith? Will you bless somebody?
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What harm will happen if you’re wrong? If it’s basically a
blessing all the way around, go for it. 

Remember What It’s About 

treasure hunting is not about chasing clues. rather, it is about
finding the lost, broken, hurting people Christ treasures. the
clues, somewhat like a high-stakes scavenger hunt, make the
excursions fun, providing courage and great conversation starters
for the teams as they go.

every time, my students find treasure—and that’s the point.
they don’t normally get every clue, but they always find some-
one who needs blessing and encouragement. the students always
return rejoicing over what God did through them. occasionally,
the stories are mind-boggling.

A Few True Fish Tales

the accounts I share in the following chapter may be a bit
wild for you. don’t fret. I’m not saying you need to do this. It’s
fine to stick with more conservative methods of sharing Jesus.
after all, God’s great work is normally done quietly without fire-
works. However, I hope these evangelism adventures, like great
fish stories from legendary anglers, capture your imagination
and inspire hopeful possibilities.
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PURPLE FISH
FISHING ADVENTURES

Who says fishin’ ain’t cool?
—Pete Maina

32

The following accounts are just a small sampling of the astounding
things God did when my FLaMe evangelism students went into
the community for an afternoon of blessing and encouragement.



PEACHES AND SHEARS

the class laughed when nick shared two strange words that
came during his “ask the Lord time”: peaches and shears. 

Later that afternoon, nick’s group of treasure hunters ended
up in a shopping mall. a classmate nudged nick and said,
“Hey, there’s your shears!” a hair salon logo featured a big pair
of scissors. “Why don’t you go inside and see if you find
peaches?”

so, nick stepped into the salon and said, “excuse me, I’m
looking for peaches.”

“Yep,” responded one of the beauticians. “she’s over there.”
nick’s jaw dropped, “really?”
He approached Peaches, and explained to the bewildered

beautician the unusual prompting that led him to her. “Is there
anything I can pray for you about?”

Peaches burst into tears and wrapped her arms around the
surprised ministerial student.

a coworker smiled and said, “see, I told you God was real!”
nick ran to get his classmates, who then gathered around

Peaches and prayed with her. she was facing a difficult decision
and running from God, but the hound of heaven used our crew
to track her down.
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HAMMERED METAL BUTTERFLY

In Michigan during his time of prayer, Bill pictured a butterfly
made of hammered metal. He and a partner ended up searching for
clues in Frankenmuth but found nothing. discouraged, as the after-
noon drew to an end, Bill gave up and decided to buy some candy.

the candy shop clerk, who handed him change, wore a but-
terfly ring made of hammered metal. Bill was so startled that he
didn’t know what to say and just walked out with his treats.

Immediately, he felt the spirit’s nudge (kick in the pants is
more like it) to go back and talk with her. after whispering a quick
prayer for help, Bill marched into shop and explained his mission.

“so, my treasure hunt led me to you this afternoon,” he said.
“Is there anything I can pray for you about?”

“oh, my God!” the young lady exclaimed. “I am so lost!”
“Well, now you’ve been found!” Bill beamed.
Moments later, he prayed with the clerk, and she opened her

life to Jesus. to top everything off, Bill knew a pastor from the
same community where she lived and connected them.

IN THE SHADOW OF THE STEEPLE

once, as we shared our clue lists, a guy blurted, “krispy
kreme donuts!” 

“Yeah, right,” another student ribbed. “that’s your tummy
talking.” 
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a couple of other clues were a troubled waitress and the
shadow of a steeple.

driving down the road, we spotted a krispy kreme, swung into
the parking lot, and entered. a waitress stood behind the cash register.
the steeple from the cathedral across the street cast a shadow directly
over her. When we shared the clues that led us to her, the first thing
this troubled waitress said was, “I definitely need prayer. My life is
such a mess.” as we gathered around to bless and encourage this
dear soul, she wept, realizing how deeply God treasured her.

SINGLE MCDONALD’S MOM

In denton, Maryland, a group of treasure hunters searched
for a single mom, a grocery store, Mcdonald’s, and “someone
wrestling with God.” also, Peggi had a generous gift to deliver.
she recently inherited some money and felt God wanted her to
use five hundred dollars to bless somebody in need. (several stu-
dents in the class suggested that they might be that somebody,
but Peggi was too savvy for that.)

the group ended up at Food Lion, looking for a single mom
who needed five hundred dollars. they found her in the checkout
line, dressed in a Mcdonald’s uniform. stepping up behind her,
Peggi said, “excuse me, can we buy your groceries?”

the startled woman couldn’t understand why on earth anyone
would pay her grocery bill, which totaled one hundred fifty dollars.
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after the group lugged groceries to her car, the young woman
explained that she is a single mom with four kids and a very tight
budget. this was her first day of work at Mcdonald’s. 

In the parking lot, the conversation went deep, as she shared
her struggles: “I quit going to church because I’ve been angry
and wrestling with God.” 

“the Lord sent us here to remind you of how deeply he loves
you,” Peggi said. “He will help you through this situation and
every other problem you face.”

the team surrounded their new friend and prayed with her to stop
wrestling and start resting in Jesus. she nearly passed out when they
handed her the extra three hundred fifty dollars for good measure.

CRUISING WITH JESUS IN A PINK CADILLAC

roland, a Haitian pastor from Philadelphia, and I ended up
as treasure hunt partners in Frankfort, Indiana. neither of us had
a vehicle. “Use mine,” a classmate offered, tossing us keys to
her pink Cadillac.

roland and I went cruising in the pink Caddy, looking for
laundry and a Hispanic young man in blue jeans. We saw a guy
who fit the description, carrying a clothes basket into Frankfort
Cleaners. I swung into the lot, and roland jumped from the car
before it stopped. He ran to the guy and started speaking in spanish.
I had no idea roland knew spanish! 
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the young man didn’t appreciate the intrusion. He shook his
fists, cursed loudly at roland, and told him to mind his own
business.

“Wrong guy,” roland said when he climbed back into the
pink Cadillac. 

“now what do we do?” I wondered.
“We wait here for the right guy,” said roland.
so we waited, and in about ten minutes, another Hispanic

young man in blue jeans showed up with a basket.
“that’s our guy!” roland said, and he went after him.
they talked for a long time while I watched from the car. I saw

the young man wipe tears, as they bowed their heads in prayer.
this was his second day in the Us. the poor guy was lost,

homesick, and afraid. roland encouraged him and directed him
to templo de Poder, a congregation only a few blocks away,
where he could find loving support and fellowship.

THE DARKEST PLACE

I spent an afternoon in a tavern with a group of ministerial
students after following clues to “the darkest place in town.” this
experience was a huge stretch for some of them (similar to the
stretch unchurched people feel when visiting church for the first
time). We ordered soft drinks and, after obtaining permission,
talked with people about Jesus.
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over the next couple of hours, we engaged in several signif-
icant (and a few incoherent) conversations and prayed with a
dozen people. as we prepared to leave, the bartender said, “What
you folks are doing is good. I wish there was more of that in this
world.” then he picked up our tab after we prayed with him.

POCONOS PARK BENCH

a group of students followed clues to a bench on a hiking
trail in the Poconos. they approached a couple and shared their
mission of blessing and encouragement.

“Leave us alone! You stupid religious kooks really annoy
me!” the guy growled. “I don’t even believe in God!”

His shocked girlfriend said, “But . . . Larry, that’s not what
you told me this morning.”

over an hour later, our group passed the same couple who
were still in heated discussion, sitting on a park bench.

did God send our little posse along to reveal what was really
in Larry’s heart?

CHRIST AT THE CROSSROADS

Chuck and I ended up together on a treasure hunt in south
Carolina looking for “someone at the crossroads.” We found a
fellow who had just been fired and encouraged him. We picked
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up a man walking to the pharmacy to buy medicine for his dying
father. We helped a guy get to the courthouse in time to avoid a
bench warrant arrest. We happened upon the scene of an auto acci-
dent, provided assistance, directed traffic, comforted the rattled
victims, and even swept broken glass from the street. driving back
to the campus, Chuck and I both agreed, “now, that was fantastic
fishing!
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