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What do you look for in a leader?   

•••• A dynamic personality?   

•••• A good decision maker?   

•••• A person full of ideas and vision? 

I must admit I got completely hooked on this year’s series of The 

Apprentice on BBC and one of the fascinating things to watch was 

how each of the candidates fared when it was their turn to be 

project manager.   

•••• Some of them were ruthlessly decisive - openly over-ruling 

what other people on their team thought.   

•••• Some of them pretty much stated that they had no confidence 

in their team-mates and therefore tried to do every task 

themselves.   

•••• Some were hopelessly ambivolent and opted for a collegiate 

approach – almost as if they wanted to  make sure that 

everyone had a fair share of the blame for failure.   

It was great television - and I think it was an accurate snapshot too 

of the variety of leadership styles our society recognises. 

But it should not come as a huge surprise to you to discover that 

leadership in the kingdom of God is very different from how our 

society understands leadership. 

Jesus said [mat 20:25-28]   

25"You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, 

and their high officials exercise authority over them. 

26Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great 

among you must be your servant, 

27and whoever wants to be first must be your slave-- 

28just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." 
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I suggested to you recently and I repeat it now - do not make the 

mistake of changing what Jesus said into something more familiar.   

Jesus did not say that to become a leader in the kingdom of God 

you must first be a servant - as if you must start at the bottom and 

work your way up.  Jesus said that to be a leader in the kingdom of 

God you must be the servant to all. 

So when Paul addressed the subject of leadership in his letters to 

the early church, he did so with this background understanding of 

what leadership means in the Kingdom of God.  Jesus had 

previously used the terminology from shepherding sheep to 

describe his own role as the ultimate head of the Church.  Picture a 

shepherd in his role as guardian and protector of a flock of sheep.   

•••• Can you imagine him delegating authority to some of the 

sheep.   

•••• If a sheep is lost – can you imagine the shepherd calling for 

volunteers from the flock to go and search for it?   

•••• At lambing time does the shepherd appoint midwives from 

among the flock to watch over the birthing process and to call 

him when it gets tricky? 

Jesus said … I am the good shepherd 

His last words to Peter were … feed my lambs 

And when Paul wrote to the church in Ephesus to describe to them 

the role of the leaders God had given to the church he too fell back 

on this same language: 

11It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be 

prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors 

and teachers, 

12to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the 

body of Christ may be built up 
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13until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of 

the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole 

measure of the fulness of Christ. 

In English we say “pastor” but in the language that Paul spoke it 

was the same word that Jesus used – “shepherd” and it carries in its 

meaning all the language of service and sacrifice and rolling up 

your sleeves that you would expect in that word.  It means feed … 

it means protect … it means heal. 

There is a second word that is used in the New Testament 

alongside the word “shepherd” and that is the word episkopos.  I 

English this word has been translated “bishop” and of course over 

the years has become associated in our minds with fancy robes and 

church hierarchy.   

But the word is a beautiful word – it means to watch out for – it 

has within it the idea of paying attention to people – knowing what 

they are doing – knowing what is in their heart – seeing where they 

are heading … but it also has within it the idea of seeing the 

ultimate objective – having a vision for where someone should be 

aiming.  In describing the leaders of the church, one unnamed 

author in the New Testament said that they keep watch over you as 

men who must give an account … and that carries the meaning of 

sleepless – kept awake – attentive – ready. 

And so through the New Testament the idea of leadership is 

captured in these twin metaphors –  

•••• the shepherd who cares and feeds and protects – never able to 

work himself out of a job by delegating to the sheep …  

•••• and the watchman who looks out for you, who pays attention 

to what is going on and can see where it leads. 

I wondered how I could possibly try to gather up what Paul taught 

about leadership in the Kingdom of God and so I went on a 

treasure hunt to discover every instance I could find where he 

made a comment on leadership and it was fascinating: 
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I discovered that leadership is not a status it is a behaviour 

In Rom 2 Paul wrote to the Jews that they were wrong in thinking 

that they had any seniority in the church because of their history as 

the chosen people.  Being born a Jew might bring status but it does 

not amount to leadership he said – those who showed others the 

right way did so by means of their behaviour – not because of any 

status they might hold. 

Like a little boy who is always the captain of the street football 

team – because it is his ball that they play with.  When adults play 

by those same principles it is more serious – when people’s lives 

are put into the care of someone because of who their parents were 

or because of what address they live at rather than because they 

know the way, the truth and the life for themselves and can show 

the way to others then those lives are in jeopardy. 

I discovered that leadership is not about criticising others, it is 

about removing trip hazards 

In Rom 14 Paul acknowledged that people can be led into sin over 

the most innocent of matters – even over what they eat – we might 

add today over a TV program or an internet website.  But he wrote 

not to criticise them for this – don’t give people a hard time 

because of their hang-ups – instead create a safe place where they 

won’t trip up. 

A workshop can be a dangerous place – with drills and saw blades 

and electricity – many ways for an operator to hurt themselves 

very seriously.  But a good workshop manager doesn’t leave 

people to their own devices and then become angry when an 

accident happens – a good workshop manager puts all kinds of 

safeguards in place to eliminate risk of accident – he assumes that 

people will make mistakes and he makes it his business to make 

sure that mistakes will not have serious consequences.  That’s what 

God looks for in a leader. 
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I discovered too that in Paul’s own experience, leadership is not 

an honour to be promoted into, it is the spontaneous sacrifice of 

a loving parent. 

In 1Cor 4 Paul made a startling claim: 

It seems to me that God has put us apostles on display at the 

end of the procession, like men condemned to die in the 

arena.  We have been made a spectacle to the whole universe. 

The people he was serving lived full and enjoyable lives.  They 

were full, they were strong, they were honoured – they lived like 

they were on top of the world with nothing to worry about.  

Meanwhile Paul was hungry, in rags, brutally treated, homeless, 

cursed and slandered and he endured all that because in his mind 

he was their dad.  His life was paying the price for their arrogance 

– but he never gave up on them because he loved them 

passionately like a parent and he appealed to them to imitate him. 

He didn’t become their leader as a promotion into a place of 

honour – he sacrificed himself every day of his life so that the 

children he cared passionately about would know how to live lives 

worthy of God.  That is real leadership.  This comes through so 

clearly in his letter to the Christians in Thessalonica when he 

reminds them: 

6 As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you, 

7 but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her 

little children. 

8 . 

9 we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to 

anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you. 

10. 

11you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with 

his own children, 

12encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy 

of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory. 
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One of the most telling stories from the experience of Paul gives us 

another facet of leadership to consider – leadership is not 

intimidated but is resolute. 

Paul was living at the time in Antioch in modern day Turkey – 

mainly among Gentile Christians – in fact if you remember this 

was the place where the nickname Christian was first given to 

those who followed Christ.   

As tends to happen, some zealous and misguided individuals from 

among the Pharisees in Jerusalem took it into their head that if God 

had commanded circumcision then anyone who did not follow this 

ordinance could not be saved – and so they went on their own 

mission to Antioch to preach this message.  I guess they thought 

they were leading the way – but in reality they were leading people 

into slavery.  That happens all the time – people get it into their 

head that the only way to follow God is by reading a particular 

version of the Bible or observing particular habits on a Sunday or 

wearing a particular style of clothing or any of hundreds of other 

restrictive requirements. 

What is the response of a leader to that?  This is a real dilemma 

and makes this one of the more important narratives in the New 

Testament about leadership.  You see we have already taken in 

Paul’s warning that leadership is not about criticising other 

people’s hang-ups – if someone thinks it is a sin to eat ice-cream 

then let them be … don’t waste time trying to persuade them 

otherwise because that is none of your business – just make sure 

you don’t ever serve them ice-cream when they come to your 

house.  But now what do you do if they start telling other 

Christians that it is a sin to eat ice-cream and start persuading them 

that unless they give up eating ice-cream they cannot be saved.  

How should you react to that? 

How did Paul react to it? 
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You have got to remember the context here – Paul had never 

known Jesus in his lifetime on Earth.  His only knowledge about 

God apart from what God had revealed to him directly was the Old 

Testament writings.  He barely knew Peter and he plainly didn’t 

know the leaders in Jerusalem – among them James and John.  He 

had no corporate opinion to fall back on but he was resolutely 

certain that this kind of slavery was wrong.  This was more than a 

mere hang-up – this was a destructive cancer. 

Would you be enough of a leader – a watchman – to recognise that 

kind of danger?  Could you see where this kind of influence could 

lead? 

Paul went to the source – to Jerusalem – and confronted the leaders 

there.  In fact he went apprehensively in case he was wrong – but 

he was not prepared to bury his head in the sand over this.  [Gal 2] 

2 I went in response to a revelation and set before them the 

gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. But I did this 

privately to those who seemed to be leaders, for fear that I 

was running or had run my race in vain. 

3 Yet not even Titus, who was with me, was compelled to be 

circumcised, even though he was a Greek. 

4 [This matter arose] because some false brothers had 

infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in 

Christ Jesus and to make us slaves. 

5 We did not give in to them for a moment, so that the truth 

of the gospel might remain with you. 

6 As for those who seemed to be important--whatever they 

were makes no difference to me; God does not judge by 

external appearance--those men added nothing to my 

message. 

7 On the contrary, they saw that I had been entrusted with the 

task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter 

had been to the Jews. 
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Paul was a new guy – in his mind he was the world’s worst sinner 

– he was not part of the inner circle – and he recognised that he 

might have got it wrong … but he was not intimidated.  Names, 

appearances, reputations made no difference to him – all that 

mattered was the truth. 

Some time later one of those leaders from Jerusalem was in 

Antioch – there is a debate over whether this was Peter or another 

leader and personally I prefer to give Peter the benefit of the doubt 

– but whoever it was proved to be entirely affected by intimidation.  

So far from home he had initially been happy to dispense with the 

rituals of Judaism in the company of Gentile Christians … until 

some more strict visitors arrived from Jerusalem at which point he 

drew back and became part of a weird early form of apartheid 

against the Gentiles.  Paul was incensed this time and confronted 

this other leader to his face for his hypocrisy and the dangerous 

influence that kind of behaviour could have on those he would 

lead.  Leadership is not intimidated but resolute. 

We have only covered 4 lessons from Paul’s writings so far – out 

of 17 that I dug up on my treasure hunt but we have time for one or 

two in closing. 

Here is an interesting one … Leadership is not superstitious but 

Godly 

Paul wrote to his friend Timothy that he should have nothing to do 

with godless myths and old wives tales and should rather train 

himself to be Godly.  Our culture has swallowed so many lies that I 

don’t know where to begin here.  For me the most frightening and 

dangerous myth that the church seems to have swallowed is that 

my personal happiness is the standard by which God’s goodness 

should be measured.  In other words – if I am not safe, happy and 

secure then either God is bad or God is weak.  We have already 

had several sermons dealing with that so I am not going to rehash 

it all again this morning – suffice to say that a leader in the 

kingdom of God is one who has God at the centre, and not himself 
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or herself – this leader is a person for whom God is the only 

standard against which anything is measured – people who train 

themselves every day to understand God’s perspective and to adopt 

God’s position and to hope only in God.  That is godliness.   

Paul writes to Timothy that an investment in Godliness has value 

not only for this life but also for the life to come. 

God is attractive – his truth meets a longing in us that nothing else 

can satisfy – a leader in the kingdom of God brings God before 

those he or she is leading. 

And one last one to think about – Leadership is not commanding 

but appealing. 

Paul met and befriended a young runaway slave named Onesimus.  

Somehow the two became friends and Paul led the young guy to 

know and follow Jesus.  As it happened the master and owner of 

this slave was a friend of Paul – possibly that was why Onesimus 

had linked up with him in the first place.   

Now what is to happen – the right thing is for Onesimus to return 

home – his master had a right to his service.  Paul is at this time 

arguably the most influential Christian on earth.  For many people 

his wish was their command.  Yet Paul writes these words to 

Philemon – his friend and the master of Onesimus: 

Although in Christ I could be bold and order you what you 

ought to do, yet I appeal to you on the basis of love …  

Remember the words of Jesus that we began with: the rulers of the 

Gentiles lord it over them … not so with you. 
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The church of Christ is not a place where dictators hold sway – 

where rules are created and discipline meted out.   

Rather it is a place where shepherds work tirelessly in sacrificial 

service of a flock that often has no appreciation for what they do.   

It is a safe place where spiritual health & safety is paramount and 

all risks and hazards are removed.   

It is a place of freedom – where those guardians of freedom in 

Christ are not intimidated by any degree of human nobility and are 

resolute in protecting the truth of God.   

It is a place to encounter God – never more so than in the lives of 

those charged with the care of the church.   

It is a place of love. 

That is part of the picture of Christian leadership that Paul paints 

for us – you will have to dig to find the rest of it for yourself. 

 


