
When Kawhi Leonard arrived in Toronto for the 2018-19 NBA season, he did more than just change the team's
fortunes — he redefined the franchise’s entire legacy. The Toronto Raptors, a team with no previous NBA Finals
appearances and a history of middling playoff success, suddenly became NBA champions in what many call one of
the most remarkable “one-year rentals” in league history.

But what exactly did Kawhi Leonard do during that season that makes it stand
https://nbahoopsonline.com/Articles/2026-27/KawhiLeonard.html out as the greatest in Raptors history? And how
does his performance and the franchise's handling of his presence intersect with broader debates about superstar
power vs organizational control, availability as part of player value, and the often painful consequences involving
salary and roster flexibility? Let’s break it down in detail.

Kawhi Raptors Championship: A One-Year Rental for the Ages
Kawhi Leonard came to the Raptors via a trade with the San Antonio Spurs that sent DeMar DeRozan, Jakob
Poeltl, and a protected first-round pick to San Antonio. This deal was greeted cautiously at the time, given
Leonard’s rumored desire to play only one more year in Toronto before hitting free agency.

The risk was clear: trade away a youthful fan favorite and proven scorer in DeRozan for a star who might bolt after
one season. Yet, Kawhi showed his worth immediately. He led the Raptors to their first-ever NBA Finals appearance
and then delivered a legendary Finals performance that earned him Finals MVP honors.

Finals MVP Legacy Defined

Leonard’s dominance was defined by his unprecedented combination of elite offense, stifling defense, and crunch-
time heroics. His legendary buzzer-beater in Game 7 against the Philadelphia 76ers is already etched into NBA
lore. His Finals series averages of 28.5 points, 9.8 rebounds, and 4.2 assists proved he was unstoppable on both
ends of the floor.

This wasn’t just a typical superstar showing up in the playoffs — Kawhi carried the Raptors on his back through
almost every series, establishing the team as a legitimate NBA powerhouse. The Finals MVP legacy cemented
that his impact was beyond stats: it was transformational.

https://nbahoopsonline.com/Articles/2026-27/KawhiLeonard.html


Superstar Power vs Organizational Control
Kawhi’s season in Toronto raises the classic tension between superstar power and organizational control. While the
Raptors front office hit a home run on the trade, they were hamstrung by the player’s limited contract control and
unique availability concerns.

Toronto’s gamble was rooted in a “win-now” approach, prioritizing immediate championship contention over long-
term roster flexibility. This approach fits into a broader narrative explored in an ESPN report and the NBA's official
response that highlighted how teams struggle under the current collective bargaining agreement (CBA) rules to
balance superstar acquisitions with sustainable team-building.

Superstar Power: Kawhi was, indisputably, the best player on the Raptors’ roster. His skill set filled gaps and
elevated role players around him.

Organizational Control: Toronto lacked the ability to fully dictate Kawhi’s future — this was a clear one-year
rental with a trophy attached.

Availability as Part of Value

Kawhi’s availability was always a subject of intense scrutiny. Before joining the Raptors, Leonard played just nine
games in 2017-18 due to a right quadriceps injury. The Raptors and their fans understood the risk; as the saying
goes, “availability is the best ability.” Yet, despite some midseason load management and cautious minutes, Kawhi
showed up when it mattered most.

His playing a total of 60 regular-season games and then dominating in the playoffs shows that availability as a
component of a superstar’s value isn’t just about raw health but also smart management. Leonard’s ability to be
“available” during the critical postseason elevated his value exponentially.

Salary and Roster Flexibility: The $50.3 Million Price Tag
While Kawhi Leonard was magnificent on the court, the financial cost was significant. In the 2026-27 season,
Kawhi is owed $50.3 million, a reminder of how superstar salary expectations impact team-building strategies.



This figure, projected years after the Raptors' championship season, highlights the financial weight that franchises
bear when committing to superstar talent.

Toronto’s decision to trade Kawhi after the championship season stemmed largely from the salary cap and roster
implications. Keeping Leonard would have meant sacrificing flexibility to build depth or retain emerging role
players. This is a classic conundrum for NBA teams: balancing the immediate impact of a superstar against long-
term roster sustainability.

Trade Cost and Draft-Capital Regret

The Raptors paid dearly in draft capital and young assets to secure Kawhi for just one season. DeRozan was a
beloved player and two-time All-Star whose departure left a psychological impact on the fanbase. Furthermore,
the protected first-round pick they sent to the Spurs as part of the trade package compounded their draft-capital
regret when Kawhi exited in free agency the summer after their championship.

This trade cost will linger as a cautionary tale for NBA front offices: is it worth surrendering proven young talent
and future picks for a single season of excellence capped off with a championship? The Raptors’ answer, framed by
their unique circumstances, was an emphatic yes — but such deals don't always work out this neatly.

Impact on Basketball Fans and Offshore Sports Betting
Kawhi’s Raptors championship season not only changed Toronto’s fortunes but also impacted NBA betting
markets worldwide. As explored on platforms like BookmakersReview.com offshore sports betting sites page, his
unexpected dominance and Toronto's underdog story created one of the most exciting playoff outcomes from a
betting perspective.

Oddsmakers adjusted rapidly throughout that postseason, with the Raptors shifting from long-shot status to
heavy favorites — an extraordinary shift driven by Kawhi’s consistent excellence. This season showed how a single
superstar's arrival can distort probabilities and betting lines dramatically, confirming how entwined player
performance and betting markets have become.

Conclusion: The Greatest Season in Raptors History
Kawhi Leonard’s 2018-19 run with the Toronto Raptors stands as the greatest season in franchise history due to a
unique blend of superstar impact, organizational sacrifice, and sheer championship success. Here’s why:

1. Championship Triumph: First NBA title in Raptors history, with Leonard’s Finals MVP performance the
centerpiece.

2. One-Year Rental Success: A rare instance where the risk of a short-term superstar paid off with maximum
results.

3. Organizational Trade-Offs: Sacrificed draft capital, long-term roster flexibility, and fan-favorite players for
immediate glory.

4. Legacy and Impact: Reframed Toronto from perennial also-ran to championship contender, impacting fan
culture and global NBA narratives.

While some may lament the loss of DeRozan and the fleeting nature of Kawhi's tenure, the trophy case and the
Finals MVP legacy speak volumes. This season remains a fascinating case study on the power, limits, and costs of
superstar-driven success in modern NBA team-building.


