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CHAPTER1 – BIBLICAL PHILOSOPHY OF LEADERSHIP 

The essence of biblical leadership is servant leadership. Jesus focused on this in John 13:1-17, giving 

the example of washing the feet of the twelve disciples. By doing this, he gave them a visible example to 

help them better understand the actions of a servant leader. Below are a few things we should keep in mind 

concerning servant leadership.  

Servant Leadership Means a Yes to Leadership  

Typically, we see someone as a leader or a servant, but not both. Jesus, however, combined the two ideas. 

A Christ-like leader must think and act with a servant mindset. Jesus didn’t neglect leadership. In Luke 

22:26, he taught that “the one who rules” should do it in a servant attitude. He didn’t say we should give up 

ruling/leading. It is good to give direction, try to achieve goals, expect accountability, take responsibility, 

correct mistakes, and make decisions.  

When God has called you to specific ministry in his kingdom, it is your responsibility to lead. There might 

be different reasons you are hesitant: perhaps you feel insecure in your personality, or you don’t feel gifted 

(e.g., Moses felt he is not eloquent enough). Likely God is calling you to work on these fears and gain self-

confidence.  

Servant Leadership Means Serving  

Jesus washed the feet of the twelve. This was the duty of a slave. John reported in detail how Jesus took off 

his clothing, wrapped a towel, and poured water into a basin (v. 4-5). Peter initially refused. On previous 

occasions, the disciples had been astonished at Jesus’ actions and words. For example, Jesus talked about 

the “little ones” in Mark 9:42: “If anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would 

be better for him to be thrown into the sea…” It is easy to utilize young children or make a profit off them. 

Servant leadership includes welcoming the little ones.  

When the disciples came to Jesus and asked who is the greatest, Jesus called a little child and had him 

stand among them (Matthew 18:1-9). A serving attitude is easy to discover when we look at how someone 

is treating the little ones. This also includes the hungry, thirsty, stranger, and those who are sick and in 

prison (Matthew 25:32).  

Serving means acting for others without any benefit. Our hearts and minds need to be pure and humble.  

The most outstanding example of servant leadership, however, was not the washing of feet. It was Jesus’ 

death on the cross. He went to Jerusalem to die on the cross for the sins of the world. It was for the benefit 

of others—which includes us. Mark 10:45 says, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but 

to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” He who was without sin offered himself to set others 

free.  

Are we willing to set aside our own rights, needs, and wishes for the purpose of someone else? Leighton 

Ford once described this as “the freedom to surrender what one wishes in order to serve the purpose of God 

and the good of others.”1  
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Servant Leadership Begins with a Call from God  

We must honestly answer a number of questions:  

 Why are we leading? 

 Are our motives like those of James and John, who requested to sit at Jesus’ right and left side 

(Mark 10:36-37)?  

 Are we leading because we want to be special or significant?  

 Do we want to lead because we love to have power?  

 Do we want to be successful, famous, and popular Christian leaders?  

If these are our motives, then we choose the position for ourselves. It is all about what we want. The 

opposite is what God wants. It is a call from God. The difference seems to be very small, but in reality, is 

quite significant.  

 

First, when we lead by a call of God and not our own authority, we actually have authority. It is God’s 

kingdom and we are just the caretakers. However, we can act in the King’s authority. We don’t put 

ourselves in the spotlight. All glory belongs to him. We gain the freedom to act upon kingdom’s principles. 

Because we don’t care about our own reputation, we are able to make hard or unpopular decisions because 

we have true authority.  

Second, when we lead by a call of God and not our own authority, it gives us godly identities. Our 

identities could be based on our own (extraordinary) gifts or social status, but when we are aware that God 

has called us, he is the center and we are deeply secure in his identity.  

Servant Leadership Is about Shepherding  

Servant leadership finds a vivid and picturesque motive in shepherding. The shepherd cares for the flock. 

He feeds them (John 21:15) and looks for green pastures and fresh water (Psalm 23). He seeks after the one 

lost sheep (Luke 15:4) and is even willing to lay down his own life (John 10:11).  

After his resurrection, Jesus told Peter, “Take care of my sheep” (John 21:16). Being a pastor today carries 

the same connotation: looking out for the good of the people in our churches; caring for the spiritual well-

being of the people; being watchful for dangers; and seeking those who got lost and taking responsibility 

for their lives. The focus is not on the shepherd; it is on the sheep.  

Servant Leadership Involves a Clear Mission Statement  

By not looking over the well-being of the people for whom we are responsible, we are more likely to forget 

the mission we have to fulfill. Leadership without a clear mission of where to go is bad leadership. Jesus 

knew he was sent (John 4:34; 6:29; 20:21). In the synagogue in Nazareth, he shared his mission: “…to 

preach good news to the poor…to proclaim freedom for the prisoners…to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 

favor” as a fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy (Luke 4:18-21; Isaiah 61:1-2).  

He also knew why he was sent: to call “sinners to repentance” (Luke 5:32); “not to be served, but to serve” 

(Mark 10:45); “to seek and to save what was lost” (Luke 19:10), etc. Jesus had a clear sense of destiny. He 

even instructed the disciples concerning the time after his death: there is a global mission to fulfill 

(Matthew 28:18-20).  

As servant leaders today, we need to know our mission statement. If we don’t, we may do many things, but 

we will not fulfill God’s global mission. As leaders, we must have a very close relationship with God in 
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order to know where to go. We need to study his word in order to know the principles of the kingdom; we 

must also apply these principles or we will be blind guides (Luke 15:14).  

When Jesus washed the feet of his disciples, Peter initially refused. Jesus responded with, “Unless I wash 

you, you have no part with me.” Before we can serve others and wash their feet, we must allow Jesus to 

wash our feet. He wants to serve us, refresh us, comfort us, cleanse us.  

This is an invitation to sit at Jesus’ table. Out of the refreshed community flows ministry. Jesus, after all, 

doesn’t want to have slaves, but sons (Luke 15:31).  

Endnote  

1. Ford, Leighton. 1991. Transforming Leadership: Jesus’ Way of Creating Vision, Shaping Values & 

Empowering Change. Downers Grove, Illinois, USA: Intervarsity Press.  

 

Oliver Lutz studied theology at the Theological Seminary in St. Chrischona, Switzerland. He was a pastor 

for fifteen years in Germany and Switzerland before leading an evangelistic network in Switzerland.  

CHAPTER 2 Principles of Effective Christian Leadership 

 
There are many ways that one could describe what makes an effective Christian leader. At the basic level I would 

define effective Christian leadership as, 1) Christian and 2) leadership. This undoubtedly sounds a bit inane, so I will 

present below three things that I believe make an effective Christian leader.  

 

First, effective Christian leaders possess a God-given vision and are passionate about it. A God-given vision is what 

drives leaders and churches. Without one, the leader lacks purpose and a direction in which to lead. Vision, 

furthermore, goes beyond the leader just possessing the vision. Once the effective leader has the vision, he or she 

passionately casts that vision to co-leaders and followers. Casting vision is important because, as Andy Stanley 

writes, it “clarifies the win.” What is meant by that statement is that everyone is on the same page; from co-leaders to 

followers. Everyone understands what the church is about, can comprehend what the vision and mission of the 

church are, and understands how the church is working to fulfill its mission and vision. Through possessing and 

casting a God-given vision, leaders can fulfill in their churches, the wishes that Paul had for the Thessalonian church 

when he wrote to them, “May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance,” (1 

Thessalonians 3:5 – NIV). 

 

Secondly, I believe effective Christian leaders possess the ability to properly live in the dialectical tension between 

maintaining structure and allowing for change and creativity. Narrowly focused and overly structured leaders stifle 

creativity. Maintaining the status quo is not always the best way of leading. Ideally, the effective Christian leader 

will allow for creative ideas to improve upon existing ministries in the church, and for creative solutions to problems. 

The idea that there is only one way to do something, I believe, is counterproductive to effective Christian leadership. 

One must keep in mind, however, that on the other side of this dialectical tension is the need to maintain some sort of 

structure. In allowing for creativity, the leader should want to keep some standards that keep the church or 

organization true to the God-given vision that it has. I agree with Tim Keel when he suggests that leaders should 

consider taking a posture of surrender. In doing so leaders surrender some of their control in order to stay present in 

what he calls chaos, just long enough to be able discern the work the Holy Spirit wants to do in love and creativity 

over a “new act of creation.” Keel writes that this is not “a posture of control but of balance, awareness and 

adjustment.” Effective leaders live in proper dialectical tension between maintaining structure (control) and being 

open to creativity and change (chaos).  

 

The third thing that I believe makes an effective Christian leader is the ability to avoid certain temptations that every 

Christian leader is bound to face. In his book, In the Name of Jesus, Henri Nouwen says that there are three 
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temptations in particular that afflict every Christian leader; the temptations to be relevant, spectacular and powerful. I 

would agree with Nouwen that these are very powerful and common temptations that leaders face. 

  

First, Christian leaders must resist the temptation to compromise their values and their vision for the purpose of 

being relevant. Leaders will face the temptation to want to be the leader of the cool, relevant church that attracts 

people through “hip” music or catchy topical sermon series. When leaders give into this temptation they face the 

danger of watering down the gospel, and miss the point of Jesus’ Great Commission in Matthew 28 – to make 

disciples. Of course, everyone wants to be liked, maybe even cool and popular, but it is imperative that Christian 

leaders, through prayer and accountability, resist this temptation.  

 

Effective Christian leaders also resist the temptation to be spectacular. When leaders give into this temptation they 

begin to think of themselves as indispensable; as if their church would fall apart without them. In some cases this 

might actually happen, but this would only prove the ineffectiveness of that individual’s leadership. I agree with the 

philosophy of North Point Ministries which says that effective leaders strategically replace themselves by preparing 

someone to do what they do.  

 

Finally, the ability to resist the temptation to be powerful also makes an effective Christian leader. In discussing this 

temptation, Nouwen writes, “One of the greatest ironies in the history of Christianity is that its leaders constantly 

gave in to the temptation of power… even though they continued to speak the name of Jesus, who did not cling to his 

divine power, but emptied himself and became as we are.” In discussing power and its relation to theology, 

knowledge and what kind of power Christians should exercise, Miroslav Volf suggests that this power, “is neither 

‘worldly power’ nor ‘no power’ but ‘the power of the crucified Christ.’” Effective Christian leaders will not cling to 

their own worldly power, but rather they live in the power of Christ given to us through the Holy Spirit.  

While the above has not been a comprehensive treatment of what makes an effective Christian leader, I believe these 

stated guidelines will help to create a foundation upon which an effective Christian leader can be made.  

 

Chapter 3 Effective Christian Leadership  

Ephesians 2:10-2:10  

Introduction: ‘We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared 

in advance for us to do.’ (Ephesians 2: 10) 

God can use people with or without the natural ability and proper background. God can, and often chooses 

to, work with raw material. God prepares and empowers those He chooses to do His work so He does not 

need to call people into leadership who have the natural drive, training, or good models of leadership in 

their background. He does not need to use people who took the part or who are already popular. "Brothers, 

think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many 

were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the 

wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong." (1 Corinthians 1: 26 - 27) The 

disciples, who went on to be founding leaders of the church, were fishermen and tax-collectors by trade. 

They were not highly educated or from influential families. Some had strong, driven personalities but 

others did not. 

 Be careful not to limit God. Take Him at His word when He says, "My grace is sufficient for you, 

for my power is made perfect in weakness" (2 Corinthians 12: 9). 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph%202.10-2.10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph%202.%2010
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%201.%2026%20-%2027
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Cor%2012.%209
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ADVERTISEMENT 

God prepares those He calls. The disciples spent three years with Jesus to prepare them to be the early 

leaders of the church but even still, before they were to go out on their own, they had to wait for the Holy 

Spirit to come upon them in power. God uses life experiences to mold and shape leaders. God uses life 

experiences to develop perspectives and passions essential to the capacity of leadership to which He calls. 

 Be careful not to short-circuit this preparation time due to impatience. God’s ways and timing are 

best. 

God equips those He calls. God will use the way He designed people and their spiritual gifting to steer 

them into what type of leader they should be. 

What is leadership?  

Leadership is exercising true authority (in Christ) 

• Expertise, facility, capacity – insight in to the things of God 

• A consequence of obedience and integrity 

• Used to build people up, to mend them, to serve them 

• Evidenced by the conditions of the disciples 

What are the characteristics of Christian leadership? 

1. Intimacy with Christ 

The first and most important thing Christian leaders need to do is develop a strong and intimate 

relationship with God. In an article by Gordon MacDonald he says, “the forming of the soul that it might 

be a dwelling place for God is the primary work of the Christian leader”. Developing this intimate 

relationship with God through daily prayer and reflective Bible study is vital if Christian leaders are going 

to be all they can be in God. 

We see that Jesus modeled this drawing away to a solitary place to connect with His heavenly Father in 

prayer. In Mark 1:35 we see that He did this alone and in Mark 6:35 he called the disciples to draw away 

from the pressing crowds. As Christian leaders we need to follow Jesus example to make sure we come 

aside from the business of life and ministry to make our connection with the Father. As we do, we find that 

our relationship with God grows and we allow Him to speak to us. We can also learn from Scripture and 

receive guidance on how He wants us to lead the people we are overseeing. I believe this time alone with 

God is vital for our growth, seeking direction and for our long term survival of the pressures of ministry 

brings. 

 

 

https://biblia.com/bible/we/Mark%201.35
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%206.35
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2. Spirit-Driven and Passionate 

Jesus lived his life and did everything he did with a clear sense of purpose and thus was Spirit-driven 

(Mark 1: 35-39; Luke 4: 43; 5: 32). He was preoccupied with the purpose with which his Father had sent 

him into the world – that was his passion or top priority (John 4: 31-34). His vision was sharp (not blurred), 

goal was clear and he never allowed anything to distract him from the goal (Luke 12: 13-14; 13: 31-32). He 

was very clear in communicating the purpose with which he chose his disciples (Matt. 4: 18-19; Mark 1: 

16-17; 3: 13-14). He reiterated his purpose even before he ascended into heaven after his resurrection 

(Matt. 28: 16-20; Acts 1: 7-8). When they received the Holy Spirit and began their ministry, we notice that 

they followed the example of their master and lived a focused and Spirit-driven life. They did not allow 

anything, including the good things in the ministry to distract them from the main thing, which was their 

top priority (see Acts 2: 32-41, 47b; 3: 11-16 and 19-20; 4: 1-12; 5: 41-6: 7). The apostles did not deviate 

from their priorities – they learnt from their master the principle of keeping the main thing(s), the main 

thing(s). Paul also demonstrates for us that this is a key ingredient in successful Christian leadership. He 

was very sharply focused, was driven by a clear sense of purpose, both in life and ministry, pursued his 

goal with perseverance, and finished his race (see 1 Cor. 9: 15-27; Gal. 2: 1-10; Phil. 3: 7-14; 2 Tim. 3: 10-

11; 4: 1-8). This is the pattern we should follow and inspire others to emulate us. 

3. Servant-Leaders 

To learn of what truly is servant leadership, it is important that we follow Christ’s command and example. 

In Matthew 20 and 23, Christ tells us that we need, first of all, to lead in an attitude of servant hood.  

Matt 20:26-28 Yet it shall be not so among you but whoever desires to become great among you, let him be 

your servant. And whoever desire t be first among you, let him be your servant, just as the Son of Man did 

not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.  

Matt 23:11 But he who is greatest among you shall be your servant. 

In the gospels, we notice that Jesus’ disciples were involved in dispute over who would be the greatest 

among them (Luke 9: 46-50; 22: 24-30; Mark 9: 33-37; 10: 35-45; Matt. 20: 20-28). They were 

preoccupied with themselves and their positions of power and authority. They were measuring greatness in 

positional terms and that led to a sort of ‘power struggle’. However, Jesus teaches them that they should 

not be like the leaders of the Gentiles who lord it over them, but be like Himself and learn to lead by 

serving (1 Peter 5: 1-4). This is what is called ‘servant leadership’. Jesus offers Himself as a paradigm or 

model for them to follow. It is in this context that we should consider the example of Jesus washing His 

disciples’ feet (John 13: 1-17). In a Jewish household, this was the job of the lowest servant and so none of 

Jesus’ disciples wanted to do that. Thus, they came in with dusty and dirty feet. It was then that Jesus, who 

knew who he was under God, got up and began to wash their feet, giving them a practical demonstration of 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%201.%2035-39
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%204.%2043
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%205.%2032
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%204.%2031-34
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2012.%2013-14
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2013.%2031-32
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%204.%2018-19
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%201.%2016-17
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%201.%2016-17
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%203.%2013-14
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2028.%2016-20
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%201.%207-8
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%202.%2032-41
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%202.47b
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%203.%2011-16
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%203.19-20
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%204.%201-12
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%205.%2041-6.%207
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor.%209.%2015-27
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal.%202.%201-10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Phil.%203.%207-14
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Tim.%203.%2010-11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Tim.%203.%2010-11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Tim%204.%201-8
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2020.26-28
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2023.11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%209.%2046-50
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2022.%2024-30
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%209.%2033-37
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2010.%2035-45
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2020.%2020-28
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%205.%201-4
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%2013.%201-17
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‘servant leadership’. It has, of late, become fashionable to talk or teach about this. However, what we need 

now is not just more teaching, but more leaders that practice this style of leadership.  

True servant leaders know their strengths and weaknesses and surround themselves with those who have 

complementary abilities and can offset their weaknesses. Servant leaders invest themselves in enabling 

others to do their best, allowing teamwork to move their ministry. A true servant leader allows those 

alongside to grow into a great servant leader as well. True servant leaders invest in their team, empowering 

them to serve others in the same humility they display to others. They are committed to serving with 

humility and concern, having a forgiving and giving heart. They are willing to sacrifice personally for the 

well being of others. They are willing to do humble tasks, but as their leader, they always have in mind a 

larger vision.  

A serving attitude does not imply willingness to be abused by others or the toleration of exploitation. 

Servant leaders are not enablers to those who should be helping themselves. A true servant leader is 

disciplined in all areas of life, knowing their first responsibility is to serve God and then to others. Servant 

leaders must first of all please God; they are not moved solely by the need to please others. 

4. Character and Integrity 

One of the keys to successful long Christian leadership is the desire to live with character and integrity. In 

1 Timothy 3:8-12 and Titus 1:5-9 it lists 24 characteristics that should be seen in Christian leadership. 

Some of these include being of good behavior, not greedy for money, not given to excessive drinking, not 

quick tempered, but being self controlled, a responsible steward, one that holds fast to the Word of God 

and has a good reputation outside the church. It tells us that these qualities should be evident in the lives of 

those who are called to Christian leadership. In saying this though, it does not say that one has to be perfect 

to be in Christian leadership. That is not possible as we are all human and fall short at times. However, it is 

saying that these things must be evident most of the time. 

Integrity is “the quality or state of being of sound moral principle, uprightness, honesty, and sincerity.” In 

the world today, ‘integrity’ is not valued as the most important thing in life and business. Paul says that 

saying, “Yes, yes” and “No, no” in the same breath is the world’s way (2 Cor. 1: 17). In saying this, Paul is 

following the teaching of Jesus Himself, who says, “Simply let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No,’ ‘No’; 

anything beyond this comes from the evil one” (Matt. 5: 37). We have to be like this, because our God is 

like this. We all know this theoretically. However, in practice it appears that Christians and Christian 

leaders are no different from others. It is very painfully true of many top leaders even in the Church and 

Para-Church organizations today. We cannot be sure if what a Christian leader is saying is true or not and 

so we cannot trust them. They are not proving to be people of their word who can be taken at their word. 

What they say and what they have inside and what they say and what they do, do not match often. This 

lack of integrity in a leader breeds mistrust, pretence or even hypocrisy among the people and such a leader 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Tim%203.8-12
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Titus%201.5-9
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Cor.%201.%2017
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%205.%2037
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does not enjoy respect and ceases to lead in a Christian manner. Jesus spoke very harshly against ‘the 

Pharisaical piety,’ which lacked integrity and warned his disciples to be on guard against the yeast of the 

Pharisees, which is hypocrisy (see Luke 11: 37-43; 12: 1-3). Jesus highlighted the lack of integrity between 

their teaching or preaching and practice, when he said, “So you must obey them and do everything they tell 

you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach” (Matt. 23: 1-3). Even Paul 

exhorts Titus, a young leader saying, “In your teaching show integrity . . .” (Titus 2: 6-8). When a leader’s 

character is marked by integrity, then respect and cooperation follow and he or she has a positive godly 

influence on others and this is real leadership. 

I firmly believe that as Christian leaders we need to have this same commitment to living with character 

and integrity the Bible talks about. We need to have a good testimony both in and outside the church and 

before God and man. Billy Graham put it perfectly when he said “If I were ever to do anything dishonoring 

to Christ, I would rather He take me home to heaven before I did it”. 

5. Risk-Takers 

The concept of risk is a challenging one for many Christian leaders. On the one hand, many churches and 

Christian organizations are conservative in their target setting. Leaders may feel that if their church or 

organization doesn’t hit the targets of vision that it has set itself, then the church has not only failed, but 

that God is not blessing them. This is a dangerous paradigm to take. 

On the other hand, God is a God who understands and uses weakness to achieve His purpose. Achieving 

the salvation of the world through the crucifixion of Jesus Christ was the ultimate in using weakness. It was 

also risky. The very heart of the sacrifice of the cross was that Jesus chose to go through with it. In the 

garden of Gethsemane, Jesus prayed "Yet not what I will, but what you will." (Mark 14:36). It had to be a 

real choice, with the inherent risk that Jesus could not go through with it. If there was no choice, there was 

no sacrifice. The Father chose to make Christ fully human, with the risk that he could be fall to the 

temptation of Satan, that he could succumb to the corrupting influence of power, or that he could sidestep 

the ultimate sacrifice. The fact that Jesus resisted all temptation, maintained his integrity with the spiritual 

power with which he was entrusted, and surrendered himself to the cross does not take away any of that 

risk. 

In the selection of His twelve disciples, Jesus also took significant risk. Those who have hired people to 

fulfill roles where the job will expand significantly know the difficulty of selecting people who will make 

the transition successfully. Jesus took the risk of calling a group that would probably not make the short list 

of most current-day executive search teams! 

Setting too simple a goal can severely limit the organization’s ability to achieve great things for the 

Kingdom of God. Michelangelo said "The greatest danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2011.%2037-43
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2012.%201-3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%2023.%201-3
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Titus%202.%206-8
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2014.36
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we miss it, but that it is too low and we reach it." If we set small-step, incremental goals, there is a 

tendency that we do what we used to, only better. If we challenge ourselves with large goals, then we need 

to take risks in redefining our strategy. 

6. Team-Worker 

Jesus could have for sure done a lot more and better, if he had not had his disciples with him. However, he 

chose to work together with them and to build the team of his disciples, the first leaders of the Church. He 

taught them, gave them OJT (On the Job Training), heard their reports, prayed with them, corrected them, 

gave them opportunities to see him in action, and ended up investing most of his time and effort on them. 

This is what we find in the Gospels and Acts 1: 1-8). From Jesus’ teaching and model, we learn that there 

is no place for ‘lone rangers’ in the Kingdom of God. Therefore, I believe, all Christian leaders would be 

team players, team builders that are committed to the discipline of working with and for a team and make 

themselves accountable to others in the team. Without neglecting their personal tasks and goals, they give 

adequate attention and priority to the collective tasks and goals and invest in empowering others. 

Otherwise, Christian leaders become carnal, worldly, and selfish and cease to be Christian leaders. 

7. Committed to Making Disciples 

The last words of Christ before returning to heaven are recorded in Matthew chapter 28:19-20. It says, 

“Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son 

and the Holy Spirit. Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you”. This verse is a 

clear command to reach people with the love and saving message of Jesus and to teach them how to follow 

Jesus and His teachings. 

As Christian leaders I believe the core of what we do is to love God, love people and to make disciples. We 

need to focus our energies on loving and bringing people into the Kingdom and teaching them how to 

continue to grow in their faith and service of God. The early church understood this and as a result many 

thousands of people came to faith in a short time. In Acts chapter 2:42 we see that, “All the believers 

devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in meals (including the 

Lord’s Supper), and to prayer”. In committing themselves to these things, the early church members were 

able to grow to maturity and be sent out in their community to reach others for Christ. 

 

CHAPTER4 - Philosophy of Leadership in Leadership 

Studies 
 

Leadership studies, as presently constituted, is a relatively new invention. While historians have, since the 

beginning of recorded history, been attracted to the study of leaders and governance wherever they have 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%201.%201-8
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been found in human communities and civilizations, as a distinct discipline leadership has been around for 

barely sixty years or so. It is associated intimately with the growth of the science of organizational 

behaviour – being something of an offshoot – which developed primarily in the United States from the 

middle of the twentieth century onward. As a subject discipline, it sought to provide answers to questions 

concerning how best to lead and govern in the context of mid-twentieth century US institutional and 

business organizational life. The fashion of the time was to look to science for direction and, accordingly, 

leadership studies positioned itself as a putative science of individual conduct informed predominantly by 

psychological and economic theory. Early studies were concerned with exploration of individual ontology 

whereby various personality traits and characteristics of effective leaders could be established and, most 

importantly, measured (e.g., Stogdill 1948, 1974). The dominant epistemology of the discipline was 

positivism and this is a philosophical inheritance that still holds great sway to this day. 

Trait theory has largely given way to studies which seek to correlate attributes of the individual leader 

(qualities, styles or skills) with attributes of a social or organizational context (Tannenbaum & Schmidt 

1958, Likert 1961, Fiedler 1967, Hersey & Blanchard 1988). The positivist emphasis, however, still 

persists and there is much concern within mainstream leadership studies to produce models that hold out 

the possibility of control and predictability or that represent generalizable principles and can be studied 

using replicable methods.  

A philosophy of leadership applied reflexively to the discipline of leadership studies might seek to expose 

the epistemological, ontological, methodological and ethical assumptions embedded within the discipline. 

The project would be to understand the field as relatively positioned in time and space and thus to 

understand better the social and political processes that have shaped it and given rise to certain types of 

question that demand certain structures of explanation in response. It might also go further in terms of 

examining the construction of subjects – ‘leaders’, ‘followers’ -  within leadership studies discourses and 

thereby expose, through a systematic archaeological examination of the literary record, the philosophies of 

leadership explicitly or implicitly purveyed within it. From a post-structural viewpoint, for example, such 

an analysis would be certain to reveal ruptures, occlusions and silences produced by the discourse. 

Although, as we have suggested, positivism still dominates the language of leadership studies (particularly 

in the US), alternative epistemologies are beginning to emerge and receive greater attention. Post-structural 

approaches to the interpretation of history promote a questioning of the individualistic premises of 

mainstream accounts and also invite an exploration of the various lacunae created by heroic narratives. In 

the field of leadership studies, the work of Hosking (1988, 2001) and Gemmill and Oakley (1992) has been 

important in questioning these ‘mythical’ assumptions from a process theory perspective. The challenge 

has also been taken up by Martin Wood (Wood 2005, 2008) and Donna Ladkin (Wood & Ladkin 2008) 

who adopt a particularly radical line in their critique of leadership, arguing that our common sense 

conceptions of leader-follower relationships are fundamentally ‘misplaced’ and require over turning,  

Within post-structural philosophy more generally, the role and force of individual action has been 

challenged by Foucault (1970, 1977) in his analysis of the modern subject. According to Foucault (1977), 

the subject should be understood not so much as a locus or wielder of powerful resources but as an effect of 

the sinuous and all pervasive presence of power within social institutions. From a deconstructive 

standpoint, moreover, mainstream accounts of leadership say as much about the historical genealogy that 

inform them as they do about an external historical reality. Such narratives leave out at least as much as 

they include. For example, mainstream positivist studies understand leadership exclusively from a western 

standpoint and, by definition, neglect alternative traditions and milieu. The historical and anthropological 
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record increasingly draws attention to legacies and approaches to leading and governance that are rooted in 

non-western philosophies. Another important parameter for the study of leadership philosophy, therefore, 

relates to approaches, modes of understanding and enactment that find their origins in communities and 

societies that differ from those of the west. To redress the imbalance requires a concerted effort to embrace 

wider anthropological (Jones 2005, 2006), post-colonial (Banerjee 2004, Banerjee & Linstead 2001, 2004) 

and non-western studies of leadership phenomena (Chia 2003, Jullien 2004, Warner & Grint 2006). 

Closer to home, as it were, is the relative occlusion within leadership discourses of others who do not meet 

the stereotype of the white, middle class, male. A more inclusive philosophy of leadership would attend to 

the marginalization that results from the gendering of discourse and seek to reintroduce the voices of those 

who are underrepresented in mainstream theories and practices of leadership. While there is a growing 

body of literature that attends to a leadership problematic with respect to gender (Blackmore 1999, 

Blackmore & Sachs 2007, Ford 2005, 2006, Ford & Harding 2007, Sinclair 2005, Swan 2006) and 

diversity more generally (Puwar, 2004), these domains of critical leadership philosophy remain ripe for 

further development.  

A Language Philosophy of Leadership 

Another approach to the doing of philosophy of leadership would be to pay close attention to language use, 

‘conscious of the words as elements of the problems’ (Williams, 1983, p. 16).  In contrast to ‘barber or 

barley or bean’, philosophy and leadership are what Williams (1983) calls ‘words of a different kind’, 

embodying as they do ‘ideas and values’ (p. 17). Our intention in this regard is to consider the etymology 

and history of these two terms, thereby exposing some unexpected meanings and connotations that are, as it 

were, archaeologically embedded within the discourse. Adopting a broadly Wittgensteinian method of 

enquiry, we seek to analyse the contextual meaning-in-use of the terms (Wittgenstein, 1972 [1953]). Our 

purpose is to demonstrate the variety of meanings that accrue to these words in ordinary language use, as 

opposed to more technically defined applications of the words. 

 

The phrase ‘philosophy of leadership’ brings together words separated by well over two millennia, 

philosophia first appearing around the fifth century B.C.E. (Hadot, 2002, p.15) and leadership in 1821 

(OED). It is inevitable that over a span of so many years the meaning of ‘philosophy’ in the western 

tradition has ebbed and flowed with the changing tides of culture and belief so that despite an apparent 

continuity of meaning the term has, in fact, expressed radically different meanings at different times. The 

‘problem’ with leadership, by contrast, may be that it emerged at a particular moment in the history of the 

West and that, as a result, its meaning has in some ways become fixed. The enormous energy that has gone 

into exploring what else leadership might mean may, paradoxically, have emptied it of meaning. 

The word leadership is notably lacking from Williams’ Keywords, even from the revised and updated, 1983 

edition. More surprisingly, it does not appear either in the radically revised New Keywords (Bennett et al., 

2005), despite what has amounted in that period to an obsession with leadership roles, whether in politics, 

business, sport, or entertainment – ‘celebrities’ as leaders. The growth of the literature on leadership in the 

academic world has been exponential (see Table 1): ‘The hunger and quest for leadership knowledge 

appears to be insatiable’ (Jackson and Parry, 2008, p. 9.). Equally striking, however, is the fact that 

whereas Williams saw fit to include an entry on philosophy in both editions of his work, it has simply been 

removed without comment from the 2005 New Keywords. It is as if neither leadership nor philosophy any 

longer plays a significant role in the Vocabulary of Culture and Society, the subtitle of both books. 
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Here we find that the classical meaning of philosophy has been diluted significantly, becoming little more 

than a synonym for ‘personal attitude’ or ‘preferred approach’. Williams ends his entry on philosophy 

(1983, pp. 235-6) by noting its increasing use ‘in managerial and bureaucratic talk’, where he observes that 

it can mean ‘general policy’ but that just as often it simply indicates ‘the internal assumptions or even the 

internal procedures of a business or institution’. He offers entertaining but telling examples: ‘the 

philosophy of selling through the philosophy of motorways to the philosophy of supermarkets’ (p.236, 

original emphases). Since Williams wrote this in 1983, meaning has continued to drain from the word, as 

reflected, for example, in statements by business leaders and politicians, who use the phrase ‘my 

philosophy of leadership’ as little more than a grandiose way of saying, ‘what I do’.  

While philosophy has always been an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Gallie 1955/56), the schools 

representing the philosophical tradition have also always been linked by a ‘golden string’ (Blake 1979, 

p.345 - Jerusalem, Plate 77). Far from merely describing ‘what I do’, Hadot suggests that ‘what the 

philosopher profoundly wants, what interests him [sic] in the strongest sense of the term [is] the answer to 

the question “How should I live?”’ (2002, p. 273). The philosopher’s underlying intention was ‘not to 

develop a discourse which had its end in itself but to act upon souls’ (p. 274, emphasis added). 

What has been lost, therefore – and it is this which is of fundamental importance to the philosophy of 

leadership – is the fact that traditionally philosophy was not just a discourse, not just an intellectual 

exercise of words, concepts and definitions, but a way of life (Hadot, 1995.) In this sense, while currently 

there may be no philosophy of leadership in this sense beyond largely empty posturing, Hadot’s notion 

opens up its potentially fundamental significance, by returning us to the essentially ethical roots of both 

philosophy and leadership. 

A key dimension of the ‘problem’ of leadership may lie in what one might call the ‘slippage’ from verb to 

concrete role to abstract noun. Where Latin, for example, had both the verb and the role – duco and dux – it 

did not develop the abstract notion of leader-ship, captured in the English suffix. In English, the verb came 

first by many centuries. The original, Old English verb lǽdan is an ancient word, pre-dating written 

English. Its origins have been traced to an Indo-European (Sanskrit) root, meaning to go, go away or die. 

Lǽdan, meaning ‘to cause [someone] to go with oneself’ (OED), describes the way in which we human 

beings will show one another the way – and allow ourselves to be shown or guided.  

After several centuries in which ‘lead’ was used as a verb, the noun ‘leader’ appeared in written English for 

the first time around 1300. This is not to suggest that the notion of a leader – that is, a person who leads – 

had not existed. The word does represent a significant change, however, from leadership as a (gendered) 

attribute of a role – such as king, queen, noble, bishop, abbot, abbess, elder, father (in family or church), 

alderman, mayor, teacher, general, captain, and so on – to a separate role defined simply by the activity of 

leading.  

Four centuries later, however, another, most significant shift occurred, first recorded in 1821: from the 

word ‘leader’ a second noun, ‘leader-ship’, was created. In purely linguistic terms, the shift from ‘lead’ to 

‘leadership’ appears unremarkable, a simple sequential development, similar to work → workman → 

workmanship. However, it may be the historical context which adds real significance to this shift. Although 

space does not allow for a detailed analysis, it is clear that certain conditions at the start of the 19th century, 

when the word first appears, may have contributed to the impact it has had on our thinking. The British 

Empire was approaching its zenith, slavery had not yet been abolished, the industrial revolution was in full 

swing, Dickens was about to publish the first of his ‘reforming novels’, Oliver Twist (1837). In other 
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words, the traditional structures of society and leading roles, locally, nationally and internationally, were in 

disarray. 

Specifically in relation to leadership, the impact of the notion of the hero is of significance. It had 

undergone a major transformation in the Romantic period in art and literature through the establishment of 

the notion of the artist as hero. For example, the concept of ‘creator’, which had only ever been attributed 

to God, was now used of the – God-like – artist. The notion was then significantly expanded in 1840 - only 

nineteen years after the first recorded use of the word leadership – when Thomas Carlyle gave his famous 

lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, in which he gave the notion of the ‘Great 

Man’ its first, fully worked expression (Carlyle 1904). The very first paragraph of Carlyle’s first lecture 

sets out an image which, one might say, replaced any philosophy of leadership with a simple, all-

encompassing template:  

For, as I take it, Universal History, the history of what man [sic] has accomplished in this world, is 

at bottom the History of the Great Men who have worked here. They were the leaders of men, these 

great ones; the modellers, patterns, and in a wide sense creators, of whatsoever the general mass of 

men contrived to do or to attain; all things that we see standing accomplished in the world are 

properly the outer material result, the practical realisation and embodiment, of Thoughts that dwelt 

in the Great Men sent into the world: the soul of the whole world’s history, it may justly be 

considered, were the history of these (1904, p.1). 

From the reception given to the lectures by the large and distinguished audience, it is clear that Carlyle was 

articulating ideas whose time had come: ‘bishops and all kinds of people had appeared; they heard 

something new and seemed greatly astonished and greatly pleased. They laughed and applauded’ (Carlyle 

in Cassirer, 1946, p.189.) In relation to leadership, the key element of his thinking was the direct and 

explicit description of these ‘great ones’ – ‘the modellers, patterns … creators, … the soul of the whole 

world’s history’ – precisely as ‘leaders’. No wonder Cassirer, writing in the aftermath of the Second World 

War, talks of Carlyle’s ideas as ‘a dangerous explosive’ and ‘the beginning of a new revolution’ (1946, pp. 

189-190). 

The continuing power of the imagery generated by Carlyle’s lecture means that it is now nigh on 

impossible for us to see present or past except through the lens of Carlyle’s heroic, male, great ‘leaders’. 

As a result, the notion of the ‘leader’, as a separate figure, and of ‘leadership’ as the characteristic of this 

figure, have become so fixed in our minds that it is almost impossible to read history or the present without 

seeing leaders and leadership everywhere.  That said, as we have noted above in section 2, certain post-

structural, process theory and feminist writers are alert to the problem of ‘common sense’ understandings 

with respect to the words leader and leadership, being at pains to problematise, deconstruct and generally 

denaturalise their usage. This is not merely a semantic exercise since, from a Wittgensteinian viewpoint, 

language is constitutive of forms or life and, arguably, the wider social order. By interrogating meaning-in-

practice, emerging trends in leadership studies have been concerned to shift the discourse away from one 

dominated exclusively by the ‘masculine hero’ toward more relational, distributed, and gender-aware 

understandings. As we have tried to indicate in outline here, an understanding of the etymology and 

semantics of leadership-related concepts assists greatly in surfacing the problematic inheritance we have 

with regard to thinking about, studying and enacting leadership. 
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Philosophies of Leadership Past and Present 

According to Collingwood (1994) any history of the past is a history of the present. Applied to the domain 

of leadership studies, this implies that our understanding of leadership in the past will inevitably be 

mediated by the present supporting conditions and purposes which our account is intended to address. In 

other words, the way we understand, for example, the writings of Plato, Aristotle, Machiavelli or 

Montaigne that have a bearing on what we, in the contemporary west, currently designate as leadership 

must inescapably be coloured by our present time- and culture-specific use of that term. As Jepson (2009) 

has shown in her linguistic study of differences in meaning between leadership in the UK and Germany, 

language plays a crucial constitutive role in the creation of leadership phenomena. If there are marked 

differences to be found in the meaning of leadership between the comparatively closely related languages 

of English and German, how much more so must this be true of the meanings attributed to authors working 

in languages that are non Indo-European in origin, geographically remote, or separated from the present 

time by hundreds, if not thousands, or years. For most the ideas of ‘great thinkers’ or ‘great leaders’ are 

accessible only through acts of translation, which are historically and socio-politically situated. 

Nonetheless, in our efforts to understand current leadership and governance dilemmas we naturally turn to 

the past in a search for insight however faulty and inadequate the equipment we deploy to this end. It is not 

that we necessarily learn from the past but, rather, that we rediscover questions, problems and resolutions 

in the present that seem to have resonance with our contemporary reconstruction of the past. 

Accordingly, one dimension of doing philosophy of leadership entails exploring and cataloguing a history 

of leadership ideas as understood from the present and from an inescapably ethnocentric standpoint. Some 

authors have attempted to interrogate history in this way with a greater or lesser degree of self-

knowingness or reflexivity (compare, for example, Adair (1989) and Grint (2000) in this regard). While we 

cannot possibly offer a comprehensive account of leadership philosophy chronicled in historical writing we 

can, at least, suggest some parameters for this kind of project.  

There exists a more or less mainstream study of leadership history which draws out philosophies from the 

past, most often in the form of examining and foregrounding the part played by heroic figures (usually 

men) at key historical moments; the actions of those who are considered to have embodied admirable 

leadership traits and talents. We have in mind studies of Xenophon, Achilles, King David (from pre-

history), or, slightly closer to our own time, those of Wilberforce, Napoleon, Nelson, Scott, Shackleton, 

Churchill, Hitler, Stalin, Martin Luther King and the like. Often, though not always, these leadership 

histories are premised on a philosophy of heroic individualism which assumes high degrees of agency and 

self-determination, such that the actions of the subject can be construed to have decisive effects on the 

direction of wider socio-political affairs. 

For the purposes of the argument pursued here we shall trace a particular line through history that focuses, 

not so much on the isolated instances of heroic leadership, as on the rise of instrumentality in relation to 

leadership philosophy. This is important since many recent developments in the field are, at root, a 

response to such instrumentality. Certain forms of argument, for example, promulgate a view of leadership 

philosophy that is essentially amoral and concerned only to highlight ‘responsibilities’ that accompany the 

pursuit of profit or material gain. In line with the (in)famous statement of Milton Friedman (1970) that ‘the 

only social responsibility of business is to make a profit’ it is not uncommon to find approaches to 

leadership that espouse a limited range of duties which serve this end exclusively. This is most clearly seen 

in the notion of homo economicus or ‘economic man’, which is characterised by rationality, self-interest, 

and the pursuit of wealth. According to Huehn (2008) poor organizational leadership and governance 
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frequently has its roots in the ‘unenlightened economism’ of Hobbes’ seventeenth century political 

philosophy. From this perspective the social process of leadership is simplified to become little more than 

following a ‘quasimathematical model’ without the need to make ‘difficult value-judgements’ (2008, 

p.831). Such a philosophy of leadership engenders a practice that gives primacy to a narrow view of reason 

based upon ‘hard facts’ and the utilisation of quantitative techniques to provide measurements appropriate 

to support decision making.  

Emerging in the same period as economism, utilitarian or consequentialist philosophy shares some similar 

characteristics. Approaches rooted in this tradition not only espouse the importance of ‘scientific’ and 

‘value free’ attitudes to decision making, they also reduce ethics to a matter of quantitative calculation. 

Perhaps even more significant is the influence of utilitarianism in equating leadership with that influence 

which makes a useful contribution through coordinating the pursuit and attainment of a valued goal or 

vision. This has become the sine qua non of ‘good’ leadership in the modern era. As a consequence 

‘progress’ and ‘growth’ are required of leaders even where there is clear evidence of the need for other 

strategies (consider, for example, the expectations of political and business leaders to continue strategies 

detrimental to the environment). When combined with economism leaders will operate under a broad 

guiding principle – the maximization of shareholder value – which from within the utilitarian matrix of 

reasoning remains unchallenged and unchallengeable. It is a simple case of the ends justifying the means 

or, in Weberian terms, the dominance of Zweckrationalität, formal rationality, over Wertrationalität, 

‘substantitive’ or subjective value rationality (Weber 1970 [1948]).  

Whilst it can be argued that utilitarian attitudes are pervasive, or at least commonly observable, in 

leadership practice they do not appear to have developed to the level of what might be called a philosophy 

of leadership. If they did then there would be greater attention to problematising some of the taken-for-

granted aspects of utilitarian economics. For example, it is not possible to focus only upon ‘hard facts’ in 

pursuit of a scientific, value free, evaluation: a value judgement is being made in giving primacy only to 

things that are amenable to measurement. To suggest that it is better for a leader to be freed from ‘difficult 

value judgements’ is a simplification that just does not bear close intellectual scrutiny.  

An interesting contrast is with Enlightenment philosophy, which also came to prominence during the 

eighteenth century but places greater emphasis upon social responsibility, including the responsibility of 

each and every individual to think for himself or herself and to make appropriate moral judgements. As a 

precursor to utilitarian philosophy, the Age of Enlightenment prioritised reason but specifically as a source 

of authority and self-determination set against the authority of the state or religion. In itself this is an 

interesting aspect of a philosophy of leadership that we will not pursue in detail here. It is, however, 

important to mention by way of historical connection the emergence during this epoch of a decentralised 

constitution in the newly formed United States of America. This was a philosophy that changed the 

understanding of political leadership in a fundamental manner and resulted in new forms of practice and 

governance. 

Of greater significance for our purposes is the emphasis upon ‘reason’ as the guiding authority within 

Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment philosophical movements. As the basis for a philosophy of 

leadership we do not challenge this idea, per se, but do raise some questions about the definition of reason 

that is being employed. For instance, Pieper (1999 [1952]) draws our attention to a shift that occurred in the 

common understanding of reason following the Middle Ages and, consequently, in the development of 

Enlightenment science and utilitarian philosophy. He argues that,  
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The Middle Ages drew a distinction between the understanding as ratio and the understanding as 

intellectus. Ratio is the power of discursive, logical thought, of searching and of examination, of 

abstraction, of definition and drawing conclusions. Intellectus, on the other hand, is the name for 

the understanding in so far as it is the capacity of simplex intuitus, of that simple vision to which 

truth offers itself like a landscape to the eye. The faculty of mind, man’s knowledge, is both these 

things in one, according to antiquity and the Middle Ages, simultaneously ratio and intellectus; and 

the process of knowing is the action of the two together. The mode of discursive thought is 

accompanied and impregnated by an effortless awareness, the contemplative vision of the 

intellectus, which is not active but passive, or rather receptive, the activity of the soul in which it 

conceives that which it sees. (1999 [1952], p.9). 

Brient (2001) contends that this transition in the definition of reason is directly paralleled by an increased 

emphasis upon a work ethic. In other words, ‘what one does’, and the consequences of this, serves to define 

our sense of identity. As she argues, 

In this transition human self-understanding gradually shifted from that of 

the spectators and admirers of divine creation to that of (as Descartes put 

it) ‘lords and masters of nature’. If knowledge of the world is gained 

passively by contemplation in the Middle Ages – spelled out in terms of 

either divine illumination or abstraction from sense perception – it is won 

through active reconstruction in the modern age. (2001, p.20). 

In further illustration, Brient suggests that following the Middle Ages, theoria1 changed in meaning from 

the contemplation of truth, which necessarily carried divine connotations, to become the modern scientific 

notion of hypothesis; something to be tested through empirical experimentation and applied for the 

betterment of humankind. This process of self-assertion, as humans are no longer at the mercy of the gods 

– or of any other authority figures - led to the emergence of an Enlightenment culture dominated by the 

work ethic and the pre-eminence of the utility of measurable activity. 

Our purpose in offering a very brief genealogy of Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment emphasis on 

reason is twofold: (1) it enables us to understand the instrumental disposition of mainstream approaches to 

studying leadership that developed from the mid-twentieth century (discussed briefly in section 1, above); 

and, (2) we develop an argument below for doing leadership philosophy in a way that contrasts quite 

markedly with approaches that give exclusive emphasis to instrumental reason. In considering the 

development of what we would contend is a genuine philosophy of leadership based upon virtue ethics we 

recognise the requirement to return to contemplative and mystical as well as rational dimensions of 

knowing (Case & Gosling 2007). 

Leadership Philosophy as a Way of Life 

In making this transition from discourse to practice and being we must, by necessity, engage with a 

leadership ethics. For us, ethics is coextensive with human organization to such an extent that it becomes 

                                                           
1

 Theoria is one of Aristotle’s four intellectual virtues, the others being episteme (intellectual knowledge), techne (embodied 

knowledge) and phronesis (circumspection and practical wisdom). See Aristotle (1953). 
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difficult to disentangle or parcel out questions of ontology, epistemology and aesthetics from those of 

ethics in the manner that has become characteristic of post-Medieval philosophy. To inform our argument, 

therefore, we have sought inspiration in classical philosophy and associated schemes of ‘virtue ethics’; 

systems of praxis that differ markedly from the utilitarianism that so dominates the contemporary world of 

business and management.  

Virtue Ethics 

Ethics is concerned not only with the conduct of a person but whether that conduct may be deemed ‘good’ 

or ‘bad’. Virtue ethics, which in the Western tradition may be traced back to roots in philosophies of 

Ancient Greece (particularly the Hellenistic Scholae), places an emphasis upon being rather than doing in 

terms of the consequences or utility of actions (Hadot 2002). Critical to our argument here is working with 

the notion of ‘the good’ and the differences in meaning of this central philosophical notion in different eras 

and philosophies. The higher level term within Greek philosophy is ‘truth’, which is even more 

unknowable than the higher level ‘good’ that guides conduct through a focus on virtue ethics. Pieper (2007 

[1966]), for example, claims that, ‘Being precedes Truth, and that Truth precedes the Good’ (p.4). Virtue 

ethics is concerned with ‘right action’, that is, action in pursuit of the good. As Nikolaus has pointed out:  

The good (Gk. agathon, Lat. bonum) is that which contributes to the perfection of something or 

constitutes it. Distinction is made between the absolute good and the relative good. The former 

involves the actualizing of every innate possibility of perfection (Gk. entelecheia, Lat. bonum 

honestum). The latter, along the lines of utility (bonum utile) or satisfaction (bonum delicabile), 

contributes to the fulfilment of another and produces a hierarchy of goods, at the head of which is 

the supreme good (summum bonum). (2001,  p.445). 

Virtue ethics thus emphasises the pursuit of the absolute good and a leadership philosophy based upon this 

principle will be concerned with the actualizing of perfection. Of course, in practice this proves to be an 

impossible ideal with which to conform. Our contention, however, is that this does not make it 

meaningless. We adopt this position on the basis that the contested nature of ‘the good’ can be argued to be 

a significant feature in the history of philosophical discourse. For example, Plato placed the highest 

possible value on ‘The Good’ (Republic 508e) but Hadot (2002) suggests that this definition of ‘The Good’ 

was not even agreed upon by Plato’s friends and supporters: 

 Speusippus, Xenocrates, Eudoxus, and Aristotle professed theories which were by no means in 

accord with those of Plato, especially not the subject of Ideas. They even disagreed about the 

definition of the good, since we know that Eudoxus thought the supreme good was pleasure. Such 

intense controversies among the members of the school left traces not only within Plato’s dialogues 

and in Aristotle, but throughout Hellenistic philosophy, if not throughout the entire history of 

philosophy (p.64). 

Aristotle gives similar prominence to the notion of ‘the Good’, defining it as that potentiality which 

everything strives to become (Aristotle 1953). Epicurus linked the good to desire and hedonism (Hadot 

2002) while, within the early Christian tradition, Augustine (2003, Book 8) and Aquinas (2007, Question 6, 

Article 2) equated the supreme Good with God, who was the essence of Good with which all creation 

could, in principle, commune. Kant (1993 [1785]) was later to move away from a material definition of 

‘good’ but retained in his central notion of the ‘categorical imperative’ a focus on good will, expressed in 

the recognition of moral duty. Commenting on the idea of the good, G.E. Moore (1903) suggested that: 

‘“good” is a simple notion, just as “yellow” is a simple notion; that, just as you cannot, by any manner of 
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means, explain to any one who does not already know it, what yellow is, so you cannot explain what good 

is’ (§7). He argued for the philosophical value of the notion of ‘good’ in ethics in terms of a more 

experiential engagement with it. Whilst Ayer was originally influenced by Moore’s arguments he later 

(2001 [1936]), in a similar manner to Russell (see Pidgen, 1999), suggested that the unverifiability of the 

concept renders it meaningless.  

An engagement with the contested nature of ‘the good’ is an excellent starting point for a philosophical 

engagement with the equally contested notion of ‘leadership’. To encourage dialogue and debate in relation 

to the nature of leadership, and particularly whether it is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, is to practice leadership 

philosophy. In this way leaders, and those who wish to study leadership, will inevitably take their practice 

and study to a deeper level.  

Plato believed that the best ‘leaders’ (rulers2) were those who were philosopher-kings who, by definition, 

understood the eternal Good. However, for Plato the philosopher-kings understood the eternal Good, which 

required a strong mystical dimension to their practice, which required a combination of intellectual and 

moral discipline. Such an engagement with the Good involved the more mystical, contemplative 

knowledge, understanding and wisdom arising from, and being embodied in, lived experience (intellectus) 

rather than purely cognitive understanding (ratio as ‘pure’ rationality and reason). This balance between 

intellectus and ratio can be seen in the ancient philosophy but only with greater difficulty in the majority of 

philosophy after the Middle Ages. It is in a similar manner that we saw above the shift in understanding of 

the notion of ‘the good’ from Kant onwards.  

 

Essential to our approach to leadership philosophy as a way of life is an appreciation of the potential value 

of intellectus as well as ratio, of the contemplative and mystical as well as the active and practical. But 

what of the role of ‘virtue’ in this nexus? According to Pieper: 

Virtue is a “perfected ability” of man [sic] as a spiritual person; and justice, fortitude, and 

temperance, as abilities of the whole man [sic], achieve their “perfection” only when they are 

founded upon prudence, that is to say upon the perfected ability to make right decisions (2007 

[1966], p.6). 

A leadership philosophy that draws upon virtue ethics will consider the nature of ‘perfect’ and ‘imperfect’ 

leadership. Whilst problematic, these notions have a certain resonance with the everyday experience of 

leaders. We often know experientially when leadership is imperfect – when ‘wrong decisions’ have been 

made, when there has been a lack of justice, courage or balance (Price 2005, Frost & Robinson 1999, 

Maccoby 2004, Tourish & Pinnington 2002). It is, of course, harder to conceive of or recollect examples of 

‘perfect’ leadership, but it is clear that the underlying philosophical questions problematise leadership in a 

manner that has value and meaning. A consideration of virtue at the very least sensitises us to the idea of 

‘good’ and ‘bad’ leadership in ways that differ qualitatively from a utilitarian analysis and discourse. 

                                                           
2 Our thanks to Kurt Lampe of Bristol University for reinforcing our suspicion that the Greek words arche and hegemonia leave 

out a great deal of what the modern term 'leadership' connotes, based as they are on the presumption of an absolute criterion 

of excellence in every arena. The position of rulers in classical Greek society was concerned not so much with ‘giving direction 

where otherwise direction [was] lacking’ [email correspondence, 19.02.09] than to ‘orientate others in the direction [they] had 

discovered, not created’. 

http://fair-use.org/g-e-moore/principia-ethica/chapter-i#s7p1#s7p1
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Debate in the field of leadership studies has, to an extent, already alighted upon the potential inherent in a 

closer consideration and re-examination of virtue. Keith Grint, for example, has considered how the first 

three elements of Aristotle’s fourfold typology of intellectual virtue might be mobilized to improve our 

understanding of leadership practice (Grint 2007). He takes the divisions of technē (know how), episteme 

(intellectual knowledge) and phronesis (practical wisdom) and demonstrates how these offer mutually 

complimentary dimensions of assessing problems and dilemmas faced by leaders. While this is a 

commendable contribution in many respects, it nonetheless overlooks certain important aspects of 

Aristotle’s philosophy. As Morrell (2007) has pointed out, for instance, Grint takes no account of the 

aesthetic dimension of Aristotle’s thinking but, perhaps more importantly, the fourth and final element of 

the typology set out in the Nicomachean Ethics, namely, theoria (contemplation), gets no mention at all 

(Aristotle 1953). 

Phronesis requires, according to Aristotle, the power of deliberation or circumspection, beyond scientific 

deduction, because it has to accommodate and enable responses to events and contingencies whose causal 

complexity is far too extensive to attenuate or contain. The primary function of phronesis is to discern 

‘what matters’ in a given situation, something which can only be accomplished through the collective 

deliberation of those whose shared concern is the welfare of the polity. Moving beyond the secular 

confines of the first three intellectual virtues, however, Aristotle posits theoria as the fourth, describing it 

as, ‘the only [intellectual virtue] that is praised on its own account, because nothing comes of it beyond the 

act of contemplation… yet such a life will be too high for human attainment. It will not be lived by us in 

our merely human capacity, but in virtue of something divine within us…’ (1953, 304-305, original 

emphasis). The significance of theoria in Aristotle’s typology is readily overlooked or deliberately ignored 

in the contemporary world because it is taken to be too numinous and ‘unreasonable’ to have any 

implications for secular leadership practice (e.g. Grint 2007; Stamp et al. 2007). However, this may be too 

hasty a response, particularly in the light of the growing interest in, or rediscovery of, sacred dimensions of 

workplace interaction (Case & Gosling 2007). The plethora of research in the field of leadership 

‘spirituality’, although all too often lamentably instrumental and crudely utilitarian in nature3, in principle 

opens up a doorway to re-enchanted conceptualization of the continuity between the human and divine in 

seemingly mundane contexts. For us, any such reversal of the disenchanting proclivities of modern and, 

indeed, post-modern leadership strategies is a refreshing and welcome possibility. 

While space requires us to elide much of the complexity of philosophical debate with respect to virtue 

ethics and the diversity of approaches to the subject, it is perhaps worth introducing one further schema that 

combines the sacred and seemingly profane into a highly pragmatic way of being-in-the-world. We refer to 

the classical philosophy of Stoicism, which, of all the doctrines originating from Hellenistic Greece, 

perhaps offers a most pragmatic set of lessons for that phenomenon we term ‘leadership’ and whose tenets 

seem to traverse the translational and cultural boundaries of time and space. 

Stoic Virtues 

The Stoic school, founded by Zeno toward the end of the fourth century B.C., was given further impetus 

under the influence of Chrysippus in the third century and, following a sectarian split, continued to flourish 

during the Roman period until the second century A.D. (Hadot 2002, 126-39). Important protagonists and 

practitioners of Stoicism during the Roman era were Seneca, Musonius, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius 

(Hadot 2004) and, as little remains of the founding texts of Zeno and Chrysippus, it is in these Greco-

                                                           
3

 See, for example, Duchon and Plowman (2005), Fairholm (1997, 1998, 2001), Fry (2003, 2004), Fry et al. (2005). 
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Roman writings that the principles of Stoical philosophy have been preserved. In this philosophy one 

discovers a practical and gentle approach to the art of living which, we suggest, has much to offer those 

occupying contemporary leadership roles.  

Hadot (1995) points out that it is crucial to understand the difference between Stoical conceptions of 

philosophical discourse and philosophy as a way of life in order to understand this tradition. To the extent 

that love of wisdom has to be taught by those that live philosophically to those who aspire to do so, the 

Stoics developed abstract theories of knowledge with respect to the three core virtues of physics, logic and 

ethics. The true purpose of such discourse, however, was to enable aspirants to enter into a philosophical 

life within which all the virtues combined to produce a way of being in the world. That way of being, 

moreover, was governed by an overarching principle that required philosophers to pursue the good, which, 

in turn, entailed directing their actions toward the benefit of others. The pursuit of the good and avoidance 

of evil instantiated in Stoical ethics followed inexorably and necessarily from the need to act in accordance 

with universal Reason. Stoics strove to live in harmony with Nature; a concept that represented the myriad 

complex processes of the cosmos including, of course, human consciousness, thought and action. Stoicism 

was predicated on an axiomatic truth of the cosmic interconnection between human and non-human realms 

such that the world was understood to be ‘one single living being which [was] likewise in tune with itself 

and self-coherent’(Hadot 2002, 128-9). The spiritual practices which were central to living the Stoical life 

were all directed toward helping individuals realize this truth by way of abandoning the conceit of 

‘individuality’ and, through a form of personal surrender, bringing intentions, thoughts and actions into line 

with Nature.   

Thus, for the Stoics, wisdom is to be realized by refraining from thinking, speaking or acting in ways that 

contradict Reality. Epictetus, for example, offers the following sagely advice: ‘Do not try to make things 

happen the way you want, but want what happens to happen the way it happens and you will be happy’ 

(cited in Hadot 2002, 133). The route to happiness, he insists, lies in not wanting things to be different than 

they actually are. The philosophical discourse and spiritual exercises of Stoicism are all directed at bringing 

about a transformation in consciousness that will lead to such wisdom. Far from being a manifesto for 

political quietism, fatalism or inaction, however, this understanding derives from a threefold set of 

principles associated with physics, ethics and logic. 

With respect to physics, for example, it is necessary to understand the sphere of one’s own action and 

influence. There are many aspects of Nature over which mere human will has no power whatsoever. In the 

last analysis, we have no control over the metabolism of the bodies we conventionally consider to be ‘our 

own’. No individual can anticipate or control the precise circumstances of their own death (even, 

ultimately, that of the suicide), or will not to suffer from illness, loss of loved ones and so forth. Similarly, 

we neither have ultimate control of the thoughts, decisions and actions of others nor over the more macro 

supporting conditions of our lives, such as, the parents we are born to and the society that we grow up in 

and so forth. Everything from the weather to current geopolitics are totally out of our hands and, from a 

Stoical viewpoint, we are like so much flotsam and jetsam in the great ocean of life. For the Stoic, such 

exogenous conditions result from the workings of Fate. The wise way to respond to any causally 

conditioned circumstances over which we have no control, moreover, is to accept them with equanimity. 

The idea of volitional response implicit in this attitude brings us to the second Stoic virtue, namely, ethics. 

 

Within Stoic philosophical discourse, the fact that Nature is in large measure determined by an 

unfathomably complex set of causal conditions does not mean that there is no possibility for free will and 

moral action. On the contrary, the cultivation of good intention and good action is central to Stoic 

philosophy as a way of life. Accordingly, the Stoics - Epictetus in particular - developed a detailed and 

elaborate theory of duty. Fate may well dictate the circumstances of our lives but, unlike the Skeptics who 
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resigned themselves to worldly indifference, or the Epicureans who chose to withdraw from the world of 

suffering in order to find happiness, Stoics sought wisdom through engagement with the polis. Stoicism 

does not provide an excuse for ‘indifference’, in a pejorative sense, and a commensurate backing down 

from responsibility to oneself and others. The Stoic is quite likely to lead a family life, have children, work, 

pursue a career and engage fully in the political life of the city. But all this needs to be done ethically, that 

is, with a mind to the welfare of others; both those near to one and those within the wider community. Such 

attitudes and obligations are dictated by Nature and universal Reason themselves which have, in effect, 

endowed humans with moral choice and determined that it is good to care for oneself and others. 

 

This brings us to a consideration of logic, the third and final Stoic virtue. As with physics and ethics, there 

is a philosophical discourse which supports the spiritual exercises of logic in the form of training in uses of 

dialectic and syllogism, but it is the practice of logic that distinguishes Stoicism from other Hellenic 

schools of philosophy. Logic as spiritual exercise entails paying close attention (prosokē) to physical sense 

perception and mental representations in order to become skilful in judgement of, or assent to, the Real. 

Our senses and mental representations are real enough in themselves and are, in large measure, conditioned 

by physics or Fate. Responses to those perceptions, however, involve choices which involve skilful or 

unskilful judgements. Logic entails the development of awareness and reasoned response to the world 

which pre-empts or ‘defuses’ actions based on passionate responses. 

 

Our tentative suggestion is that the Stoic schema provides an extremely helpful philosophy, in the classical 

sense, with which to approach the many practical demands faced by those occupying leadership roles. It 

contains advice on how to develop mental attitudes, such as fortitude and equanimity, which enable 

individuals to discriminate more clearly between what they can and cannot influence in the world. 

Moreover, its theory of duty offers an art of living whereby the person remains focussed on the pursuit of 

the virtuous in their daily interactions and dealings; an imperative which, we would argue, is often sorely 

lacking in the contemporary organizational world. 

By way of conclusion, we consider some of the practical educational implications of taking virtue ethics 

seriously in a leadership development context and summarise the philosophical strategies introduced in this 

chapter. 

CHAPTER5 - Toward A Philosophy of Christian Leadership 

Over against the biblical teaching about the centrality of God in ministry, the Bible teaches that human 

agency is also significant. In each case where a church is planted in the book of Acts, one or more humans 

went to that city and were used by God to plant it. Paul teaches that God presents members of the Body of 

Christ with gifts, ministries, and effects for his glory, and for the common good. (1 Cor. 12:4-7) Paul goes 

so far as to say that people cannot believe unless they hear, and they can’t hear unless someone preaches. 

(Rom. 10:14) He also says God has "committed to us the message of reconciliation." (2Cor. 5:19) 

In other words, God wants to work his will through the agency of cooperating Christians servants who 

understand his ways and actively move out to become "fellow workers with God." (1 Cor. 3:7) The degree 

to which God has delegated the task of reaching the world to humans is remarkable. One important 

function that God expects many Christians to carry out for him is leadership. From one end of the Bible to 

the other, God worked through human leaders. Most of the great heroes of faith from Abraham to Moses to 

David to Paul were leaders. In the New Testament the role of human leader is expanded further. No longer 
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is leadership reserved for kings or priests. In the Body of Christ, the apostles regularly appointed leadership 

in every locality from common people. 

Jesus' observation that "The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few," and his call to "Ask the Lord of 

the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field," both imply that God's intentions on earth 

may be thwarted by a shortage of qualified leaders. (Mat. 9:37,38) In order for home churches to replicate 

themselves, leaders must be raised up. Therefore, for those of us who are concerned about following God 

and seeing his will done on earth, the matter of finding and establishing human leadership is urgent. 

Obviously, if human leadership didn't matter—if all ministry is up to God alone, all groups would be the 

same. But this is not the case. How often we see God’s power restricted in groups with poor leaders! 

Meanwhile, other groups seem to flourish both inwardly and in outward growth. God sends leaders into his 

flock to galvanize and excite people, reminding them of their mission, and firing their imagination for the 

future. Our tasks can seem routine and uninteresting when carried out without the benefit of leadership. Yet 

when a good leader arrives, those same tasks seem exciting and worthwhile. 

Consider some of the implications that flow from this understanding of leadership: 

1. It would be pointless to formulate plans, exert effort, take risks, or spend money on a ministry 

project that is not empowered by God. Any such project is doomed to fail spiritually, no matter how much 

outward "fruit" it appears to bear. 

2. Humans can do tasks, including attracting a following, without any help from God. However, for 

those of us with a biblical perspective, such a following would be not only unimportant, but actually 

dangerous to our own spiritual lives and the health of the church. Those who understand the divine 

component in ministry don’t want any more following than what God has in mind for them. 

3. Leaders who understand God’s part in leadership become more watchful, and less forceful. They 

realize the futility of sociologically-based change (changing because of group pressure or manipulation) 

and instead realize that the key to successful ministry is finding out what God is doing. Then the leader can 

cooperate with God’s direction and often maximize results. 

4. Leaders who see their roles as God does are less shattered by failure and less elated by success. 

Years of serving God as leaders teach them that what appears a great success is often not as great as people 

think, and what seems like failure may not be as bad as supposed. In the face of failure, God always seems 

to find a way through eventually. At the same time, nothing is ever as easy as we thought it would be. The 

realization that ultimate responsibility for the kingdom lies with the king leads to stability and consistency 

in leadership. 

5. The nightmare of presiding over a huge, carnally motivated ministry may haunt spiritually-minded 

leaders, while leading a small flock in the true power of the Spirit seems increasingly appealing. Of course, 

a spiritual leader will go where God calls him or her, whether to large or small flocks. 

6. While techniques and scholarship can be increasingly mastered in our lives, discerning the hand of 

God in leadership never gets all that easy. As a result, long-time leaders develop an increasingly careful 
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and circumspective approach when deciding on direction, while carnally motivated leaders tend to become 

"know-it-alls." Of course, all good leaders know how to move strongly and decisively once God’s direction 

has been discerned. 

7. Biblical leaders are constantly scanning the people in their sphere of influence, watching for signs 

that God is moving someone ahead. They know the divine election plays key a role in leadership 

development. God’s gifting of believers is an indication of his plan for them in the body, according to 1 

Cor. 12. Likewise, people often have underlying personal problems that are secret to all but God. These 

issues often come out only after a person is in leadership and may cause widespread damage. In retrospect, 

we sometimes realize the signs were there all along. Godly leaders see that the key to leadership replication 

involves a combination of faithful feeding of the flock on the one hand, while trying to discern who God is 

designating as his chosen leaders for the future. (See the paper "What Makes Someone a Leader?") 

 

CHAPTER 6 - The Making of a Leader 
 

What does it mean to be a leader? What does it take to become the leader God wants you to be? What is the 

process, the cost, and the result? Leadership is a dynamic process in which a man or woman with God-

given capacity influences a specific group of God’s people toward His purposes for the group. This is a 

book about spiritual dynamics. Effective spiritual ministry flows out of being, and God is concerned with 

our being. He is forming it. The patterns and processes He uses to shape us are worthwhile subjects for 

leadership study. Those who study, and use the insights they gain, will be better prepared leaders. 

 

Developing leaders includes all of life’s processes, not just formal training. Leaders are shaped by both 

training and experience. God has His ways of developing leaders. If you are aware of them, you are well on 

your way to responding to God’s means of developing you. If you know that God will be developing you 

over a lifetime, you’ll most likely stay for the whole ride. This book will give you insights that will allow 

you to persevere. Leadership development theory begins with the concept of formulating a time-line. While 

every situation is unique, researchers can identify general patterns over time.  

 

I have identified five developmental phases in the leadership development process:  

 

1. Sovereign foundations. In phase I, God providentially works foundational items into the life of the 

leader-to-be. Personality characteristics, good and bad experiences, and time will be used by God to lay 

foundations to build upon later. 

 

2. Inner-Life Growth. In Phase II an emerging leader usually receives some kind of training, often 

informal—it’s learning by doing in the context of a local church or Christian organization. 

 

3. Ministry Maturing. In Phase III the emerging leader gets into ministry as a prime focus of life. He or she 

will get further training, often informally. The major activities in this phase are ministry. Training is often 

incidental, as it is the ministry that seems so all important. 

 

Note: the amazing thing in the first three phases is that God is primarily working in the leader, not through 

him. Though there may be fruitfulness in ministry, the major work God is doing is in and to the leader. 

Most emerging leaders don’t recognize this. They value productivity, but God is quietly trying to get the 

leader to see that one ministers out of what one is. God is concerned with what we are, not just what we do. 

 

4. Life Maturing. In Phase IV the leader identifies and uses his or her gift-mix with power. There is major 

fruitfulness. This is a period in which giftedness emerges along with priorities. 

https://www.xenos.org/essays/what-makes-someone-christian-leader
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5. Convergence. In Phase V convergence occurs. That is, the leader is moved by God into a role that 

matches gift-mix, experience, temperament, etc. This phase uses the best that the leader has to offer. Not 

many leaders experience convergence, where they are truly ministering out of who they are. 

 

In the long haul, God is preparing you for convergence. He is conforming you to the image of Christ, and 

He is giving you training and experience so that your gifts can be discovered and used. His approach is to 

work in you, and then through you. 

 

The Big Picture 

 

A great tool to help yourself get an overview of God’s activity in your life is a time line, because it reveals 

the overall pattern of God’s work in a life. In a time line we can identify “development phases.” These 

aren’t absolutes; they are descriptive overviews- I refer to the five phases previously mentioned. Let’s look 

at those phases in a little more depth. In Phase I, Sovereign Foundations, God providentially works through 

family, environments, and historical events, beginning at birth. God is laying foundations in the leader’s 

life (even those leaders whose family or environment may not have been godly). The potential leader has 

little control over what happens in this phase; his primary lesson is to learn to respond positively and take 

advantage of the foundations that are being laid. 

 

In Phase II, the Inner-Life Growth phase, an emerging leader seeks to know God in a more personal, 

intimate way. The leader learns the importance of praying and hearing God. As he grows in discernment, 

understanding, and obedience, he is put to the test. These early tests are crucial experiences that God uses 

to prepare the leader for his or her next steps. The growing leader invariably gets involved in some form of 

ministry. In this context of learning by doing, he gains new inner-life lessons. In this phase God also uses 

testing experiences to develop character.  

 

A proper response allows the leader to learn the fundamental lessons God wants to teach. If the person 

doesn’t learn, he will usually be tested again in the same areas. In Phase III, Ministry Maturing, the 

emerging leader reaches out to others. He is beginning to experiment with spiritual gifts and is getting more 

training to be more effective. Ministry is the focus of the rising leader at this stage. Many of his lessons 

will zero in on relationships with other people or on the inadequacies in his personal life. God is 

developing the leader in two ways during this time. Through ministry, the leader can identify his gifts and 

skills and use them with increasing effectiveness. He will also gain a better understanding of the Body of 

Christ as he experiences the many kinds of relationships it offers. Ministry activity or fruitfulness is not the 

focus of the first three phases. God is working primarily in the leader, not through him. Many emerging 

leaders don’t recognize this and become frustrated. They are constantly evaluating productivity and 

activities while God is quietly evaluating their ministry potential. He wants to teach us that we minister out 

of what we are. 

 

By Phase IV, Life Maturing, the leader has identified and is using his gifts in a ministry that is satisfying. 

He gains a sense of priorities concerning the best use of his gifts and understands that learning what not to 

do is as important as learning what to do. A mature fruitfulness is the result. The principle that “ministry 

flows out of being” has new significance as the leader’s character mellows and matures. In this phase the 

leader’s experiential understanding of God is being developed. Communion with God becomes 

foundational; it is more important than success in ministry. The key to development during this phase is a 

positive response to the experiences God ordains, which deepens communion with God and becomes the 

foundation for lasting and effective ministry. 

 

In convergence, Phase V, God moves the leader into a role that matches his gift-mix and experience so that 

ministry is maximized. The leader uses the best he has to offer and is freed from ministry for which he is 

not gifted or suited. Many leaders do not experience convergence. Sometimes they are hindered by their 

own lack of personal development; other times an organization may keep him or her in a limiting position. 
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Usually between the phases there are “boundary events.” Boundary events are change signals. They can 

include such factors as crises, promotions, a new ministry, learning a major new concept, a divine guidance 

experience, or a geographic move. They mark the end and then the beginning of a significant time in a 

leader’s life. 

 

Foundational Lessons: Inner-Life Growth Processes 

 

Let’s look at Phase II in more detail. In this phase, God uses four important things to test an 

emerging leader’s character. Three of the items are called checks because of the testing nature of this 

phase. These are integrity checks, obedience checks, and word checks. A fourth item, the ministry task, is 

also a testing item, but we will look at it in the next chapter. The primary biblical qualification for 

leadership is character, or integrity. An emerging leader becomes aware of the importance of integrity 

through integrity checks—tests that God uses to shape our character. There are three parts to an integrity 

check: the challenge to consistency with inner convictions, the response to the challenge, and the resulting 

expansion of ministry. 

 

Daniel experienced an integrity check when his convictions about food were challenged. He was under 

pressure to violate his convictions, but he stuck to them. God honored his unyielding character, and he was 

eventually promoted to a top-level government job. Integrity is foundational for effective leadership; it 

must be instilled early in a leader’s character. Those who respond well to integrity checks will move on in 

their leadership development. 

 

A leader must learn obedience in order to influence others toward obedience. An obedience check is a 

process through which a leader learns to recognize, understand, and obey God’s voice. The leader 

encounters this early in his development and repeatedly throughout life. Through it God tests a leader’s 

personal response to revealed truth. In other words, will a leader obey God when he speaks? Abraham 

heard God, and his obedience had consequences for generations. Leaders are responsible for influencing 

specific groups of people to obey God.  

 

 

They can only do that if they have first learned how to obey. Obedience is first learned, then taught. A 

leader must also have the ability to receive truth from God. A word check is the item that tests a leader’s 

ability to understand or receive a word from God personally and then allow God to work it out in life. They 

are often combined with integrity or obedience checks, because the revealed truth will test one of them 

(integrity or obedience). A leader who repeatedly demonstrates that God speaks to him gains spiritual 

authority. One who listens and follows will see God’s confirmation and expansion of his or her ministry. 

These three checks often work together, and it isn’t always easy to differentiate them. Life is complex and 

a given piece of reality doesn’t always fit into neat analytical categories. Often a test involves more than 

one item. 

 

 

Ministry Maturing Processes, Part I 

 

As a potential leader moves into ministry, God develops his leadership ability by taking him through four 

stages: 

 

1. Entry, where God challenges the leader into ministry. 

2. Training, where He develops skills and spiritual gifts to enhance the leader’s effectiveness. 

3. Relational learning, where He enables the leader to relate to people in ways that will motivate and 

influence them. He also teaches him how to set up the means to accomplish these goals. 

4. Discernment, where He helps the leader see spiritual principles that govern ministry that pleases Him. 
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Throughout the Ministry Maturing phase the leader learns spiritual principles that touch all four of the 

stages. He will learn the most in the Discernment stage, because maturity will give him added perspective 

on God’s work in his life. He will learn about the use of power that will challenge any overconfidence he 

may have in his skills and gifts and force him to discern the ultimate purposes of ministry. Increasing 

responsibilities, and the need to minister effectively, force him to learn dependence on God and greater 

faith. 

 

The entry stage is often marked by ministry tasks and ministry challenges. A ministry task is an assignment 

from God that tests a person’s faithfulness and obedience to use his or her gifts in a task that has a 

beginning and end, accountability, and evaluation. From a human perspective the task may not seem 

significant, but ultimately God is behind it, even though the assignment may have come through a human 

authority. Knowing this enables a prospective leader to give him or herself fully to whatever the task is at 

hand. 

 

The ministry challenge is closely related to the ministry task. It is the means through which a potential 

leader is prompted by God to sense the need for and accept a new assignment. Sources for ministry 

challenge can be external or internal. A challenge can come from someone else or from a leader’s own 

recognition of a need or an opportunity. The most common is an external challenge; the rarest is self-

initiated. Self-initiated ministry challenges carry with them the seeds of higher-level leadership.  

 

Those who self-initiate often disrupt the status quo and threaten those in authority over them. In the 

resulting conflict, the promising quality of self-initiative can be overlooked. Current leaders need to 

recognize the value of this quality in prospective leaders and nurture it. During the development phase the 

leader is acquiring new skills. While there are many skills for a leader to learn, learning how to implement 

change is key for any leader who wishes to have long-term influence. This includes learning how to relate 

to superiors, colleagues, and subordinates while managing conflict. 

 

A final arena of development in new skill acquisition relates to communication skills. Leadership gifts 

always include word gifts—those that are connected to communication. Leaders who plateau early reveal a 

common pattern. They learn new skills until they can operate comfortably, and then they coast, failing to 

seek to develop new skills. Throughout this phase the emphasis is on faithfulness. Faithfulness in ministry 

tasks and challenges, faithfulness in response to testing, faithfulness in developing new skills, etc. 

Faithfulness in a small responsibility is an indicator of probable faithfulness in a larger responsibility. 

 

Ministry Maturing Processes, Part II 

 

Burnout among pastors and others in ministry is an increasing problem. Many drop out after 

just a few years. The ones who stay in for the long haul are the exceptions. Those who stay 

have learned how God uses problems to develop a leader to maturity. In this chapter we will look at the last 

two development stages in the Ministry Maturing process: relational learning and discernment. Relational 

learning is related to understanding how to relate to people effectively in order to influence and motivate 

them. The lessons in this stage I call the submission cluster. 

 

All four of the problems discussed here can be barriers or bridges to leadership development. 

This is particularly true for the authority problem, because leaders need to use spiritual authority as a power 

base for their ministry. Spiritual authority is delegated by God, and differs from authority based on position 

or force. Leaders who have trouble submitting to authority will usually have trouble exercising it. Anyone 

can submit when decisions appear right; it is when the decisions seem wrong or are wrong that submission 

is difficult. Submission is tested most when there are differences of opinion over crucial issues. The 

ultimate goal in authority development is to help a leader understand that spiritual authority is the primary 

authority base in leadership influence. During this stage leaders learn both positive and negative lessons 

about the use of spiritual authority.  
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The process often follows a typical pattern: 

 

1. The leader learns negative lessons, usually through experiencing poor leadership. 

2. The leader begins to search for an understanding of legitimate authority. 

3. A desire to model legitimate authority grows, and with it come new insights about the appropriate use of 

authority. 

4. The leader is increasingly able to use spiritual authority as a source of power. 

A second area that God uses to grow leaders is related to conflict. Conflict is a powerful tool in the hand of 

God and can be used to teach a leader lessons that he would not learn in any other way. Conflict tests a 

leader’s personal maturity; what we truly are is revealed in a crisis. What we are in a crisis is much more 

critical than what we do. One of the most important things to learn from the ministry conflict area is simply 

that conflict is often necessary. Many insights, including those related to authority, may never be learned 

apart from conflict. 

 

A third area that leaders face is a special kind of conflict I call “leadership backlash.” This refers to the 

negative reactions of followers, other leaders within the group, and Christians outside the group to a course 

of action taken by a leader once ramifications develop from his decision. Leadership backlash tests a 

leader’s perseverance, clarity of vision, and faith. A leader experiencing backlash learns through conflict 

with others to submit to God in a deeper way. 

 

Note: people often forget what life was like before a particular action was taken. Although they may have 

agreed on the course of action, they now blame the leader for having taken it. A leader’s ultimate success 

brings with it problems. All leaders need to be aware of this and persevere through the trials associated 

with effective ministry. 

 

The second area of lessons in the ministry maturing phase relates to discernment. In developing a leader to 

maturity, God increases the leader’s understanding of the spiritual realities at work behind physical 

realities, and teaches him how to depend on God’s power in ministry. Biblically, physical situations may 

well be caused, controlled, or instigated by spiritual beings. Leaders need discernment to deal with spiritual 

warfare. A leader also needs power. God uses several ways to develop power in a leader. By power, I mean 

enabling a leader to habitually appropriate God’s power through faith. One way is learning to operate in 

spiritual gifts that clearly demonstrate the Holy Spirit’s power.  

 

A second is learning prayer power when a situation is resolved through specific prayer in such a way that 

God’s power and the authenticity of the leader’s spiritual authority are clearly demonstrated. The second 

area where a leader needs discernment concerns the expansion of his or her own ministry. This usually 

begins with prayer, because vision is birthed there. Prayer is also the place where the leader begins 

responding to the vision. (Note: if God calls you to a ministry, then He calls you to pray for that ministry). 

Often during this process the leader is called to take steps of faith in ministry that stretches him or her 

beyond his or her current understanding. 

 

There are three ways that the ministry maturing phase ends. Two leave the leader where he is, and one 

leads him on to the next phase: Life Maturing. The first category includes those who plateau at some level 

of ministry competency and then stop growing. The second consists of those who are disciplined in 

ministry or set aside from it. The third group reflects on the meaning of ministry and God’s involvement in 

it. These leaders shift from being competent in doing the ministry to a new effectiveness that flows from 

being. In this shift spiritual authority becomes the dominant power base.  

 

Ongoing Lessons—Guidance and Other Multi-Phase Processes 

 

Guidance is one of the crucial elements of leadership. The need for it occurs throughout a leader’s lifetime, 

so the lessons aren’t restricted to just one phase—they are ongoing. The basic pattern is simple. A leader 

first learns about personal guidance for his own life. Having learned to discern God’s direction for his own 



Philosophy of Christian Leadership by Dannyboy Pieterse 
 

life, he can then shift to receiving guidance for the group he leads. Guidance development is complicated 

and delicate. God must teach a leader to discern guidance, without thwarting the leader’s personal 

initiative. He does this while He is creating commitment to follow His guidance and teaching the leader to 

sense individual responsibility for making decisions. This isn’t an overnight lesson—it takes place slowly 

through many experiences over an extended period of time. 

 

 

There are several ways this kind of guidance is developed. Mentors are often very helpful. God will also 

prepare someone for the next steps of guidance by allowing them to go through negative experiences in 

their current assignment that free a person to move on. Unfortunately, this offers a cop-out for those 

looking to escape situations they don’t like, but it doesn’t change the fact that God still uses it. Negative 

items may include a crisis in job or ministry, conflict, dissatisfaction with one’s inner life or present role, 

tough living conditions, isolation, restrictions on ministry, etc. 

 

Another way is through what I call the flesh act. Flesh act refers to those instances in a leader’s life when 

guidance is presumed and decisions are made either hastily or without proper discernment. Leaders tend to 

move ahead in major decisions before receiving certain guidance. Such decisions usually involve human 

manipulation, which brings delayed negative ramifications. We learn lessons about what not to do in the 

future. Emerging leaders need to learn to distinguish between presumptuous faith and God’s situational 

word upon which faith can rely. 

 

In a lifetime of ministry, there will be times when a leader needs reassurance from God that the ministry is 

relevant and worthwhile, and that his or her life is indeed counting toward God’s purposes. This 

reaffirmation—usually the need for it is inward—will infuse new life into the leader. Without it many 

leaders would be tempted to give up. But, with it there is new life and a sense of keeping on with God’s 

approval. Crises also happen in every stage of development. Crises are special intense pressure situations in 

life that are used by God to test a leader and teach him Godly dependence. 

 

Crises will also teach the leader that God is the one who meets him in all of the major experiences of life 

with a solution that is tailor-made. Conflict is a preliminary form of crisis that affects a leader both in 

spiritual formation (development of his inner life) and ministry formation (development of ministry skills). 

 

The Deepening Lessons—Life Maturing Processes 

 

Throughout a leader’s life, God works to deepen character as well as to develop ministry skills. God 

doesn’t stop working on character after moving someone into leadership! This development does not focus 

on testing to enter ministry, but on the relationship with God. The qualities of love, compassion, empathy, 

and discernment, among others, are deepened. Such qualities differentiate between a successful leader and 

a mature successful leader. This maturity overflows into ministry, and gives the leader a new level of 

spiritual authority.  

 

Miles Stanford studied some of the spiritual giants from past years and found that, on average, it was 

fifteen years after they entered their life work before they began to know the Lord Jesus as their Life, and 

ceased trying to work for Him and began allowing Him to be their All in all and do His work through them. 

A common tool God uses in this process is isolation. This may come through sickness, prison, voluntary or 

involuntary stepping away from ministry, etc. Although difficult, if is often a significant time of deepening 

their relationship with God and growing in character and maturity. One of the key ways a leader cooperates 

with God during this time (and throughout his or her life) is learning to reflect on his circumstances and 

what God is doing in and through them. It brings depth of understanding, discernment, and confidence 

regarding God’s activity in every situation. 

 

The upward development pattern occurs throughout a leader’s life. It is a spiral of growth in being and 

doing. In each being cycle there is an increased depth of experiencing and knowing God; and in each doing 



Philosophy of Christian Leadership by Dannyboy Pieterse 
 

cycle there is increased depth of effective service for God. The final result of the upward development 

pattern is a fusion of being and doing. Quality leadership does not come easily. It requires time and 

experience. Mature ministry flows from a mature character, formed in the graduate school of life. Ministry 

can be successful through giftedness alone; but a leader whose ministry skills outstrip his character 

formation will eventually falter. Character formation is fundamental; ministry flows out of being. 

 

 

All leaders go through conflict, crises, and some isolation. You will too. But not all recognize its immense 

value for their long-term ministry. It is difficult to go through some of these things even if you do 

understand their long-term benefit; it is much more difficult to go through it without this perspective. 

 

Integrating the Lessons of Life—Toward a Ministry Philosophy 

 

All leaders have a ministry philosophy. It flows out of their shared experiences with God. As leaders 

experience different lessons, whether in terms of spiritual formation or ministry formation, they learn from 

them. These lessons form a growing reservoir of wisdom that leaders use in the future. A growing 

awareness of one’s ministry philosophy leads to more effective leadership. Following is a three stage 

model that describes how various leaders develop a ministry philosophy: 

 

Stage I: Osmosis—leaders learn implicit philosophy experientially. Young leaders operate with an implicit 

philosophy derived from the sponsoring group of which they are a part. They adopt the philosophy of those 

over and around them.  

 

Stage II: Baby Steps—leaders discover explicit philosophy through experience and reflection. Leaders 

have experiences that cause them to think, evaluate, and question the assumptions they have been operating 

under. In the process leaders begin to develop their own, unique philosophy. 

 

Stage III: Maturity—leaders formulate and articulate their unique ministry philosophy to others. As a 

ministry grows, the leader sees that direction for ministry needs to be more specific and should be more 

controlled. Previously, direction for ministry had been situation ally controlled and reactive. In other 

words, leaders saw something they didn’t want and brought correction or training in response. Towards the 

end of ministry, motivation comes from the desire to pass on to others what has been learned. 

 

Leaders must develop a ministry philosophy that simultaneously honors biblical leadership values, 

embraces the challenge of the times in which they live, and fits their unique gifts and personal development 

if they expect to be productive over a whole lifetime. 

 

 

Accepting the Lessons of Life the Leadership Challenge 

 

The leadership lessons shared in this book have been based on the assumption that God is in the business of 

cultivating leaders and intervening in their lives to develop them for His purposes. Jesus still calls people to 

follow Him and to influence many others. Here is my definition of a leader: 

 

A leader is a person with God-given capacity and with God-given responsibility to influence a 

specific group of God’s people toward God’s purposes for the group. 

 

Leaders in our day face three specific challenges: 

 

Challenge 1: When Christ calls leaders to Christian ministry he intends to develop them to their full 

potential. Each of us in leadership is responsible to continue developing in accordance with God’s 

processing all our life. 
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Challenge 2: A major function of all leadership is that of selecting rising leadership. Leaders must 

continually be aware of God’s processing of younger leaders and work with that process.  

Challenge 3: If leaders expect to be productive over a whole lifetime, they must develop a ministry 

philosophy that simultaneously honors biblical leadership values, embraces the challenges of the times in 

which they live, and fits their unique gifts and personal development. The leadership gap is enormous.  

 

There is a great need for effective leadership. In my opinion, the three challenges I have given get at the 

heart of the problem. Each leader personally must be what God wants him or her to be. Each leader must be 

involved in raising up other leaders. Leaders must be in tune with God’s purposes for them. 

 

Leadership evolves and emerges over a lifetime. Understanding how God develops leaders enables each of 

us to cooperate with Him and become the leader He intends us to be, and have the impact He intends us to 

have. 

 

Clinton does a good job of outlining how God develops a leader over time. I think having this overall 

perspective is incredibly helpful. It is so easy to get caught up in the moment, and if circumstances are 

difficult, it can be discouraging. Understanding that God is using all circumstances for my good, to develop 

me as a person and a leader, can give the perspective needed to persevere. In one sense, this is an old 

truth—one that most pastors have probably taught. Clinton’s unique contribution is identifying specific 

phases of God’s activity and God’s priorities during those phases. 

 

There were two particular “take-aways” I have from reading this book. The first is recognizing God’s 

overall purpose—that He is looking to develop a certain kind of person, one whose ministry flows from 

him or her and not an activity they are engaged in. I’ve seen, and experienced, ministering out of gifts and 

skills rather than identity; it never has the depth of impact hoped for. To do this God uses all kinds of 

tools—“positive” experiences like training and encouragement, and also “negative” experiences like 

isolation, conflict, crises, and backlash. 

 

Understanding that all of these are more about what kind of person I am becoming than the specific things I 

do in response is critical. The second takeaway is related to developing a philosophy of ministry. I think 

most of us stop at stage I—we adopt the philosophy of those around us, and don’t go on to do the thinking 

and reflecting necessary to develop our own. But, I am more aware than ever that developing your own 

unique philosophy of ministry, rooted in the experiences you have had and the convictions you have 

developed, is crucial for significant, long-term impact. There is a moral and spiritual authority that flows 

from those who have, and operate from, a clear philosophy that they build into their churches or ministries. 

 

Chapter 7: Jesus: Prophet, Priest, and King 

At your baptism you were marked with oil as a sign that you are consecrated to God and anointed by the 

Holy Spirit. Your anointing also was a sign that you are joined to Christ and share in his threefold mission 

as prophet, priest, and king. 

The Israelites anointed their priests and kings with oil. They spoke of their prophets as being anointed with 

the spirit. Jesus, known as the Christ, the anointed one, fills all three roles. According to Luke, at the outset 

of his public ministry, Jesus read from Isaiah and claimed that the words referred to him:  

     The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

     because he has anointed me 

          to bring glad tidings to the poor.  

Luke 4:18 
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A prophet is a messenger sent by God, a person who speaks for God. He or she witnesses to God, calls 

people to conversion, and may also foretell the future. Prophets often are killed for their message. 

Jesus fits this description. He is none other than the Word of God in the flesh. He called the world to turn 

from sin and return to the Father and was put to death for it. In Scripture Jesus is presented as a prophet. 

Crowds identified him as “Jesus the prophet” (Matthew 21:11). He spoke of himself as a prophet: “No 

prophet is accepted in his own native place” (Luke 4:24). He foretold his passion and resurrection. 

A priest is a mediator, or bridge, between God and human beings. He offers sacrifice to God on behalf of 

all. Once a year on the Day of Atonement the Jewish high priest went into the Holy of Holies in the 

Temple. There he offered sacrifice to God to make up for his sins and the sins of the people. 

The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews compared Jesus to Melchizedek, a mysterious, superior priest in the 

Old Testament who blessed Abraham. Jesus is the greatest high priest. Because he is both divine and 

human, Jesus is the perfect mediator. He is not only the perfect priest, holy and sinless, but the perfect 

sacrifice. The sacrifice of Jesus need never be made again. Jesus “entered once for all into the sanctuary, 

not with the blood of goats and calves but with his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemption” 

(Hebrews 9:12). Jesus continues his role as priest. “He is always able to save those who approach God 

through him, since he lives forever to make intercession for them” (Hebrews 7:25). 

A king is a person who has supreme authority over a territory. When the Jewish people were ruled by 

kings, they became a nation. They longed for a Messiah who would again make them great.  

Jesus is spoken of as a king in the Gospels. Gabriel announced to Mary that the Lord God would give her 

son the throne of David his father, and he would rule over the house of Jacob forever. Magi looked for a 

newborn king of the Jews. When Jesus last entered Jerusalem, crowds hailed him as a king. He was 

arrested for making himself king, and the soldiers mocked him as one. When Pilate asked if he were king 

of the Jews, Jesus replied, “You say so,” and he clarified, “My kingdom does not belong to this world” 

(John 18:36). The charge written against Jesus was “Jesus the Nazorean, the King of the Jews.” Jesus 

announced the kingdom of God. His mission was to have God reign in the hearts of all and to have peace 

and justice in the world. Jesus exercised his royal office by serving. 

Each of us is called to be a prophet and share Jesus' message 

Our first lesson today from the prophet Ezekiel reminds us of the role of prophecy within the Jewish 

community, but also a role that continued on among Christians. Jesus was a prophet; John the Baptist was a 

prophet. The disciples were called to be prophets. Most of us probably do not think of ourselves as 

prophets. Even the role of the prophet that Ezekiel speaks about -- comparing the prophet to a watchman 

for Israel -- that has no relevance for us with our super-sophisticated radar systems, our U-2 planes that 

oversee the Earth at all the time. 

We can hardly envision someone standing on a hill watching for an army to 

invade and then to call out a warning. But that's what Ezekiel proclaims as 

the role of the prophet: to speak for God on behalf of the people. And in 

Ezekiel's time, it would be like a watchman looking out for how evil might 

be creeping into the community, coming in in maybe not so noticeable 

ways, and the prophet speaks for God and alerts the community. 

Now again, most of us probably don't think of ourselves as prophets. And 

yet, if we would go back to our baptism and the ritual that was performed when we became disciples of 

Jesus through baptism, we would understand that every one of us, every baptized person, is called to be a 

prophet. During the ceremony, if you go back and look at our ritual and remind yourself of this, at some 
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point, the minister -- well, after the actual pouring of the water, it comes where the minister then anoints 

the person with holy chrism. 

"I anoint you with the chrism of salvation," the minister says, and then goes on to say, "As Jesus was priest, 

prophet and king, so may you also live always as a member of his body." You've just been incorporated 

into the body of Christ by your baptism. Now you are called to be as Jesus was -- priest, prophet, and king 

or ruler. And that role of prophecy is to speak on behalf of God and God's truth. 

Every one of us has a calling to be prophetic, to be prophets. In the Gospel, Jesus shows us the role of 

prophecy in the church, speaking on behalf of God in a time when there's conflict within the community or 

conflict outside the community. How do you go about resolving it if you want to be carrying out the 

prophetic role that you've been given: to intercede on the behalf of God, to speak God's truth? 

Well, there's a process that Matthew and the Gospel describes, the early Christian community began to 

practice. The person goes first to the individual, confronts, talks about it. If that doesn't settle the problem, 

then the person goes with two or three witnesses so that the whole thing becomes more public. Finally, if 

that doesn't settle it, the person goes, brings it before the whole church, the whole community. And so the 

church as a whole then is speaking prophetically. 

The hope, of course, is that the conflict will be resolved, people will be reconciled, there will be peace. And 

in the example in the Gospel, it's important to remember what Matthew has described as Jesus prescribing 

for the community and that the effect that it will have: "Whatever you bind on Earth will be kept bound in 

heaven. Whatever you unbind on Earth, heaven will keep unbound." In other words, there's an authority to 

resolve the problem. And it's important, at this point, to remember this is the whole church acting together. 

And, of course, at that time ... when the Gospel was proclaimed by Matthew or written down by Matthew 

and the community, the church was small and could easily gather. So the very authority that previously in 

Matthew's Gospel had been given to Peter -- "I will give you the keys of the kingdom of God. Whatever 

you bind on earth, will be bound" and so on -- but now it's the whole community that Matthew says has this 

authority. Not just Peter or the pope, but the community. Every one of us shares in this authoritative role to 

teach, to reconcile, to be prophetic. 

If we want to bring it down to very concrete instances of prophecy, I think we can do that with just a 

couple of examples. Back in 2003, when the second Persian Gulf War was threatened, President [George 

W.] Bush was preparing to go to war, and it was a war that, according to Pope John Paul [II], had no moral 

justification. 

Advertisement 

He had already, in a very prophetic way at the time of the first Persian Gulf War in 1991, proclaimed, "War 

never again! No, never again war, because it destroys the lives of innocent people, throws into upheaval the 

lives of those who do the killing, and always leaves behind a trail of hatred and resentment that make it all 

the more difficult to resolve the very problems that provoke the conflict, the war." John Paul spoke out 

powerfully and pleaded that that war not happen. 

But again in 2003, when it was second President Bush was preparing to go to war, John Paul took an 

extraordinary means to try to prophetically speak against the war, to say, "This is not an accord with God's 

ways." He wrote a personal letter to President Bush, and he asked Cardinal Pio Laghi, who had been the 

papal nuncio in Washington, who knew President Bush personally, he asked Cardinal Laghi to deliver this 

personally, to take it to President Bush, give it to him, and discuss with him why we should not be going to 

war again in Iraq. 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_01051991_centesimus-annus_en.html
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Well, Cardinal Laghi tried to do his responsibility, to carry this prophetic message to President Bush. But 

then what happened? President Bush received Cardinal Laghi and allowed him to visit and carry on the 

discussion for a half hour or so. But when Cardinal Laghi returned to the offices of the United States 

Conference of Catholic Bishops, he was very angry. President Bush took the letter, but never opened it or 

read it. He simply refused to listen to this voice. 

As we look back now and see the consequences of that war and all the turmoil, the destruction, the killing, 

the displacement of people, all that is happening in the Middle East right now where there's been constant 

war, turmoil, violence ever since that war of 2003, and it's threatening the lives of the people in the whole 

area. Christians in Iraq and in Syria have been driven from their lands and forced into exile, and this 

suffering goes on and on. 

John Paul had done what the prophet Ezekiel had done: He had proclaimed the Word. He wasn't listened to, 

and Ezekiel says, "As long as you proclaim it, you fulfilled your role. The person who refuses to hear it 

suffers the consequences." And isn't that what's happening now? We're suffering the terrible consequences 

of refusing to listen to this prophetic voice. 

And I think it's important for us now to reflect that it wasn't just John Paul who should be speaking that role 

of carrying out that role of prophecy or prophet. The whole Christian community, if we've been listening to 

-- St. John Paul, actually, now -- if we've been listening to what he had been saying, and if we ourselves 

had begun to take up our role of prophet and speak against this evil of this unjust war, we would have 

fulfilled our role at least, even if we had not been listened to. 

But I have a sense that most of us never have the conviction that "I am to be prophetic. I must begin to 

explore these issues and speak on behalf of the message of Jesus, which rejects violence, rejects war." So 

that's the way that the prophetic voice of the church could have been heard. But we were, as a church in 

this country, mostly silent and just allowed everything to move on without speaking of the prophetic words 

that John Paul had spoken and that, as a leader in our church, had shown us that we, the whole community, 

should be speaking. 

But there are other ways, too, in which the role of prophet is very important for all of us who are disciples 

of Jesus. And one of the most important prophetic roles I think in the church is the role of married people. 

That may surprise you, but I ask you to listen to the prayer. I just celebrated a wedding recently, and the 

opening prayer says this: "You have made the bond of marriage," speaking to God, "God, you have made 

the bond of marriage a holy mystery, a symbol of the love of Jesus for his church. Hear our prayers for" -- 

and you name the couple. 

"With faith in you and in each other, they pledge their love today. May their lives always bear witness to 

the reality of that love." And the love that they're pledging is what the sacrament is -- the bond of marriage. 

A holy mystery, a symbol of the love of Jesus for his church, a love that was unconditional, a love that was 

total, a love that was ready to, on the part of Jesus, lay down his life for those he loved. 

So that's the kind of love that married people are to share with each other through this bond of the 

sacrament of marriage, a holy mystery that symbolizes the very love of Jesus for his church throughout 

their married life. Married people have a role that's very special in the church to witness to the love of Jesus 

in our world. 

And listen to what St. Paul says about love in our second lesson today: "Do not be in debt to anyone. Let 

this be the only debt of one to another -- love. The one who loves his or her neighbor fulfills the law." Or 

the commandments: Do not commit adultery, do not kill, do not covet, and whatever else. All are 

summarized, come to fulfillment in this one commandment: "You will love your neighbor as yourself." 

Love cannot do the neighbor any harm, so love brings into force the whole law, fulfills the whole law. 
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And that's true of every Christian, but married people, in a very special way, proclaim that love through 

their married life by giving themselves to each other unconditionally, with total fidelity, faithfulness and 

constancy forever. So married people have this prophetic role to be a witness to the love of Jesus in our 

world. 

And when we look around at the world, don't we see how important this prophetic message is, the message 

of Jesus? There is so much violence, so much killing, so much turmoil and chaos even in many parts of the 

world, in our own country. The explosions of violence are truly frightening and devastating. How can we 

transform that violence and bring about reconciliation and peace as disciples in the church, according to 

Matthew, are called to do? 

It's by living this prophetic way that our very lives, each of us, and as I mentioned especially married 

people, who have that unique role of demonstrating love for one another and through their family, that 

becomes a very powerful message of Jesus, the love of Jesus. But all of us must begin to think about our 

prophetic role as disciples of Jesus. 

How can we do what Jesus asks, to bring his love to bear on every situation in our everyday life, in our 

community life, our church life, our national life? How can we speak that word of Jesus, that word of love 

that can bring healing, can bring peace? 

I hope as we celebrate this Eucharist today, and we make present on this altar once more that unlimited 

love of Jesus, whereby he lays down his life for his friends and is raised to new life by God, that as we 

celebrate these mysteries of our faith at this altar, each one of us will renew our baptismal commitment to 

be the prophet that we're called to be by our baptism. And as we renew that commitment and try to carry it 

out, we will be helping to transform our world into the very reign of God, where God will bring fullness of 

peace and life and joy to every person. 

What Does Scripture Teach About the Office of Prophet and Gift of Prophecy?  

A prophet’s primary function in the Old Testament (OT) was to serve as God’s representative or 

ambassador by communicating God’s word to his people. True prophets never spoke on their own authority 

or shared their personal opinions, but rather delivered the message God himself gave them. Several texts 

make this explicit. God promised Moses, “Now go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say” 

(Exod. 4:12). God assured Moses, “I will raise up for [my people] a prophet like you . . . and I will put my 

words in his mouth. He will tell them everything I command him” (Deut. 18:18). The Lord said to 

Jeremiah, “I have put my words in your mouth” (Jer 1:9). God commissioned Ezekiel by saying, “You 

must speak my words to them” (Ezek. 2:7). And many of the OT prophetic books begin with the words, 

“The word of the LORD that came to . . .” (Hos. 1:2; Joel 1:1; Micah 1:1; Zeph. 1:1; cf. Jonah 1:1). Amos 

claimed, “This is what the LORD says” (Amos 1:3).  

Prophetic ministry was not restricted to men in the OT, however. Moses’s sister Miriam is called a 

“prophet” (Exod. 15:20), as are Deborah (Judg. 4:4) and Huldah (2 Kings 22:14–20). We occasionally read 

of groups or bands of prophets ministering in Israel (1 Sam. 10:5; 1 Kings 18:4), referred to as “the 

company of the prophets” (2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7; 4:38). The Bible doesn’t explain how the word of the Lord 

came to a prophet, although in addition to the audible and internal voice of God there are a number of 

instances in which the Lord revealed his will through visions (1 Sam. 3:1,15; 2 Sam. 7:17; Isa. 1:1; Ezek. 

11:24) or dreams (Num. 12:6). 

The divine inspiration and authority of the OT prophetic voice is nowhere more clearly affirmed than in 

2 Peter 1:20–21: “No prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. For 

prophecy never had its origin in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were 

carried along by the Holy Spirit.”  
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God’s Mouthpieces  

Those who claimed to speak for God were held to a strict standard of judgment. Even should an alleged 

prophet perform a sign or wonder or accurately predict the future, if he says “Let us follow other gods . . . 

and let us worship them” (Deut. 13:2), he is to be rejected (Deut. 13:3). Likewise, if the word he speaks 

“does not take place or come true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken” (Deut. 18:22; see also Jer. 

14:14; 23:21, 32; 28:15; Ezek. 13:6). The punishment for speaking falsely in God’s name was death 

(Deut. 18:20).  

After Samuel anointed Saul and throughout the time of Israel’s monarchy, prophets largely advised the 

king, delivering words of warning, divine guidance, and encouragement. Nathan’s well-known rebuke of 

David for his adulterous relationship with Bathsheba and his complicity in the death of her husband is a 

case in point (2 Sam. 12).  

In the eighth century BC the focus of the prophet’s message turned more to the people at large. It would be 

a mistake to think of prophets in the OT as only predicting the future. Their primary role was to make 

known the holiness of God and the covenant obligations; to denounce injustice, idolatry, and empty 

ritualism; and to call God’s covenant people, Israel, to repentance and faithfulness. In the period leading up 

to the exile and Judah’s deportation to Babylon in the sixth century BC, the prophets often delivered 

messages denouncing rampant social injustice and the oppression of the poor. In the postexilic period, the 

prophets turn their attention more specifically to the promise of national renewal and the spiritual blessings 

that come with trusting God and obeying his will.  

Being a mouthpiece for the word of the Lord was often a dangerous calling. People frequently mocked, 

rejected, persecuted, and even killed God’s prophets (2 Chron. 36:16; Jer. 11:21; 18:18; 20:2, 7–10). 

Stephen, the first martyr of the new covenant, pointedly asked, “Was there ever a prophet your ancestors 

did not persecute?” (Acts 7:52).  

New Testament Prophecy  

Although it would go beyond the evidence to declare all prophecy ceased in the life of Israel around 400 

BC only to reappear in conjunction with the incarnation of Christ, there can be no doubt that the voice of 

the Lord was rarely heard during what we call the “intertestamental” period. The most prominent prophetic 

voice in the New Testament (NT), aside from Jesus himself, was John the Baptist (Matt. 11:9; Luke 1:76). 

On the day of Pentecost, Peter declared that unlike the more limited exercise of prophecy during the time of 

the old covenant, God would henceforth pour out his Spirit “on all people” (Acts 2:17). Peter said the result 

would be a fulfillment of God words: “Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see 

visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my 

Spirit in those days, and they will prophesy” (Acts 2:17–18).  

Prophetic ministry in the early church was widespread and diverse. A band of prophets traveled from 

Jerusalem to Antioch, and one of them, Agabus, “stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe 

famine would spread over the entire Roman world” (Acts 11:28). Prophets were active in the church at 

Antioch (Acts 13:1), Tyre (Acts 21:4), and Caesarea, where the four daughters of Philip prophesied (Acts 

21:8–9). Prophecy, one of the gifts of the Spirit designed for edifying the body of Christ, was also utilized 

in the churches at Rome (Rom. 12:6), Corinth (1 Cor. 12:7–11; 14:1–40), Ephesus (Eph. 2:20; 4:11; see 

also Acts 19:1–7; 1 Tim. 1:18), and Thessalonica (1 Thess. 5:19–22).  

The extent to which prophecy in the new covenant differs from its exercise under the old covenant is 

disputed. Many contend that prophecy under both covenants functioned in essentially the same way. Thus, 

the NT prophet received inspired words from God, and what he declared was as equal in authority as the 

words, say, of Isaiah or Amos. The words of the prophets thus served to lay the foundation of the church by 
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articulating the theological truths and ethical principles binding on the universal body of Christ (Eph. 2:20). 

According to this view, to embrace contemporary prophecy may undermine the finality and sufficiency of 

Scripture; therefore, the gift of prophecy likely ceased with the death of the last apostle or the inspiration of 

the last canonical book.  

Others insist that whereas in the old covenant a failure to speak with complete accuracy brought the alleged 

“prophet” into judgment (Deut. 13:2; 18:20–22), with the new covenant and the distribution of the Spirit 

among all God’s people, certain changes came into play. Although God is the inspirational source of all 

prophetic revelation, its communication by individual prophets is not in all cases protected from error or 

human admixture. Thus it must be judged or weighed to determine what is “good” and what is “evil” 

(1 Thess. 5:21–22). According to this view, the gift of prophecy is still potentially available to the church 

until the return of Christ and is no threat to the finality of the biblical canon.  

Gift of Prophecy  

In 1 Corinthians 14, Paul encourages everyone to pursue the gift of prophecy (v. 1). The primary purpose 

of prophetic ministry is to strengthen, encourage, and comfort believers (v. 3). In other words, “the one 

who prophesies edifies the church” (v. 4). Prophecy may also bring conviction of sin to unbelievers who 

happen to be visiting the gathering of God’s people, as “the secrets of their hearts are laid bare” (vv. 24–

25).  

Paul envisions prophetic utterances teaching others (1 Cor. 14:31) and even serving as the means by which 

certain spiritual gifts are identified and imparted (1 Tim. 4:14). Luke describes situations in which 

prophecy serves to provide divine direction for ministry (Acts 13:1–3) as well as to issue warnings to 

God’s people (Acts 21:4, 10–14).  

In any particular church meeting, “two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh 

carefully what is said” (1 Cor. 14:29). The most likely interpretation of the controversial passage 

concerning the silence of women in 1 Corinthians 14:33b–35 is that women may prophesy (see Acts 2:17–

18; 21:9; 1 Cor. 11:5) but may not publicly judge the prophetic words of men in the congregation. Prophets 

were always to be in control of their speech (1 Cor. 14:32) as an expression of God’s desire for peace 

(1 Cor. 14:33). And as important as this ministry is in the body of Christ, even those claiming to be 

prophets must be subject to the final authority of the apostles (1 Cor. 14:36–38).  

Prophecy and the Church  

Some have mistakenly equated NT prophecy with preaching, but Paul declares that all prophecy is based 

on a revelation (1 Cor. 14:30; cf. 1 Cor. 13:2). The NT’s use of the noun “revelation” or the verb “to 

reveal” actually reflects a wide range of meaning and need not be taken as referring to the sort of 

authoritative revelation that would undermine the finality of the canon. Rather, the apostle likely has in 

view the sort of divine disclosure or unveiling in which the Spirit makes known something previously 

hidden (e.g., Matt. 11:27; 16:17; 1 Cor. 2:10; Gal. 1:6; Eph. 1:17; Phil. 3:15). Thus, prophecy is not based 

on a hunch, supposition, inference, educated guess, or even sanctified wisdom. Prophecy is the human 

report of a divine revelation. This is what distinguishes prophecy from teaching. Teaching is always 

grounded in an inspired text of Scripture. Prophecy, on the other hand, is always based on a spontaneous 

revelation. Thus Paul clearly distinguishes between coming to the corporate meeting of the church with a 

“word of instruction” and coming with a “revelation” (1 Cor. 14:26).  

As helpful as prophecy is to the church, Christians are not to gullibly embrace all who claim to speak on 

behalf of God. Rather, the church must “test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many 

false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 John 4:1). Here John is concerned with whether the 

“prophet” affirms the incarnation of God the Son in the person of Jesus Christ (1 John 4:2–3; 2 John 7–11). 
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This may be, at least in part, what John has in mind when he writes that “it is the Spirit of prophecy who 

bears testimony to Jesus.” (Rev. 19:10). In other words, all true prophecy bears witness to Jesus Christ. 

Prophetic revelation is not only rooted in the gospel of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus; its ultimate 

aim or primary focus is also to bear witness to the person of the incarnate Christ. Prophecy, therefore, is 

fundamentally Christ-centered 

You are a Priest and an Ambassador of God 

God has given you a great position 

Do you ever think you are not very important in the kingdom of God? Perhaps you think that pastors, 

evangelists, and missionaries are special people in God’s sight—and that you don’t have much of a role in 

God’s plan. 

That’s not true. Everyone, including you, has an important role to play. You are a priest and an ambassador 

of Christ. 

As you read this study, ask God to help you deeply understand the following passages from the Bible. 

Don’t simply think, “I already know that the Bible says that we are priests and ambassadors.” Instead, ask 

God to help you realize that these passages describe you personally. 

Make it personal 

1. Describe a time you felt insignificant or unimportant. 

2. Does it seem to you that other people are more talented than you and that you don’t have much to offer? 

Why or why not? 

3. How does thinking that what you do doesn’t matter affect your attitude, words, and behavior? 

In today’s study we’ll look at two ways you (and every other believer) are described in the New 

Testament—as a priest and an ambassador. As you will see, both of these roles are important. 

You are a priest 

The Bible says you (as well as every other believer) are a priest. That’s not a small thing. When you read 

the Old Testament, you learn that God placed priests in an extremely significant position. 

You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual 

sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. (1 Peter 2:5) 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may 

declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. (1 Peter 2:9) 

[Jesus] has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father—to him be glory and power 

for ever and ever! Amen. (Revelation 1:6) 

Here are four ways you can serve God as a priest: 

 Pray 

 Praise God 

https://www.esv.org/Rev.%2019%3A10/
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 Worship God 

 Minister to others (helping and encouraging them) 

Whether you are a pastor or a street cleaner, God’s word says you are a priest. That means wherever you 

go, you are serving and representing God. 

What do you think? 

4. Why is it important to take being a priest seriously? 

5. What are some things a priest does? 

6. Do you think God wants you to do these things? Why or why not? 

7. Do you think you are able to do them? Why or why not? 

You are Christ’s ambassador 

We usually think of ambassadors as being people who represent their country when living in another 

country. 

As an ambassador, you represent a different kind of “country”—the Kingdom of God—and its king, Jesus 

Christ wherever you go. This is an awesome position, one of honor and responsibility. 

We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore 

you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. (2 Corinthians 5:20) 

I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should. (Ephesians 6:20) 

When people see you and hear you talk, they are seeing and listening to an ambassador of God. 

Pray to be the best ambassador you can be. Ask God to help you love everyone you come in contact with. 

Look for ways to encourage and help others. Share Jesus’ gospel message when there are open doors. 

Be a good example in everything you do. Follow Paul’s instructions in his letter to Timothy: 

Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, 

in life, in love, in faith and in purity. (1 Timothy 4:12) 

As a priest and ambassador, you represent Jesus wherever you go. Never think you don’t have anything 

important to do. You can have an impact on everyone with whom you come in contact. 

Pray for humility 

When you serve as a priest and an ambassador—talking to others about Jesus, teaching the Bible, or 

serving in other ways—it ca be easy to slip into spiritual pride. You can find yourself thinking that: 

 You are a better Christian than the person you are talking to. 

 You understand the Bible better than the other person does. 

 You are closer to God than the other person. 

 God thinks you are a better Christian than the other person. 
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If any of these describe you, ask God to help you change your attitude, to be a humble ambassador and 

priest. Remember that God warns us to avoid pride throughout the Bible: 

When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom. (Proverbs 11:2) 

Pride only breeds quarrels, but wisdom is found in those who take advice. (Proverbs 13:10) 

Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall. (Proverbs 16:18) 

A man’s pride brings him low, but a man of lowly spirit gains honor. (Proverbs 29:23) 

The eyes of the arrogant man will be humbled and the pride of men brought low; the LORD alone will be 

exalted in that day. (Isaiah 2:11) 

Jesus gave us a great example in humility. Even though he was much more than an ambassador or priest (as 

the following verse says, he was “in very nature God”), he made himself nothing and took the nature of a 

servant. 

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 

equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, 

being made in human likeness. (Philippians 2:5-7) 

Make it personal 

13. Do you sometimes slip into spiritual pride? If so, what can you do about it? 

Memory verse 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may 

declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. (1 Peter 2:9) 

Exploring the Concept of Priesthood  

The theme of priests and priesthood is prominent within the Scriptures. One is first introduced to the 

concept of a priest in the book of Genesis, and the role lingers until the sacred canon closes. The office of 

the priest is mentioned some 700 times in the Old Testament, and approximately 80 times in the New 

Testament. It is obvious that there is much truth to be learned from a consideration of this subject. 

What Is a Priest? 

A priest, in effect, is a mediator who stands between God and man. He offers sacrifice to God on behalf of 

man and administers other worship obligations that people feel unworthy to offer personally. The nearest 

thing to a definition found in the Scriptures is probably Hebrews 5:1. 

“For every high priest, being taken from among men, is appointed for men in things pertaining to God, that 

he may offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins.” 

The presence of a “priesthood” has been characteristic of virtually every society of cultured man since the 

beginning of time. The ancient Assyrians had priests, as did the Babylonians. When Abram was returning 

from the rescue of his nephew, Lot, he encountered Melchizedek, who was not only “king of Salem,” he 
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was also a “priest of God Most High.” Abram acknowledged the king’s sacred office and paid tithes to him 

(Gen. 14:18ff). When Joseph was elevated to prominence in Egypt, he was given a wife who was the 

daughter of an Egyptian priest (Gen. 41:45). 

Important Implications 

Here are some important implications relative to the matter of the phenomenon of universal priesthood. 

First, this historical fact reveals a world-wide recognition of the consciousness of sin in the human 

experience. Even without a written law from God, there is an awareness of mankind’s moral frailty (see 

Rom. 2:14-15). 

Seneca, the tutor of Nero Caesar, once wrote: “All men have sinned — some more, some less.” An ancient 

Chinese proverb says: “There are two good men — one is dead, the other is not yet born.” 

Sin is a reality that cannot be denied. There is no man who does not sin (1 Kgs. 8:46; Rom. 3:10,23; 1 

Jn.1:10). Every honest person is painfully aware of his imperfection. 

Second, the priesthood role is also a testimony to the fact that man feels that he is without merit to atone for 

his own sins. He longs for, and gropes after, some method for pardon — even from the darkest recesses of 

paganism. 

Third, perhaps it is not without significance that in many priestly cultures, there is the practice of offering 

blood sacrifices for sin. One cannot but recall how the priest of the temple of Jupiter attempted to sacrifice 

oxen in his misguided zeal to worship Paul and Barnabas (Acts 14:13). In ancient times some pagans even 

sacrificed their children to their “gods” (cf. 2 Kgs. 16:3; 17:17; Psa. 106:38; Jer. 19:4-5). 

The Levitical law brings to light the fact that in the divine scheme of things, blood is necessary for 

redemption (see Heb. 9:22), because the life of a creature is in its blood (Lev. 17:11). And man, by his sin, 

has forfeited his right to live (Gen. 2:17; Rom. 6:23). 

Priests of the Patriarchy 

The first period of Bible history is commonly called the Patriarchal Age. The term “patriarch” derives from 

two roots meaning “father rule.” It encompasses that era between the creation events, and that time when 

Israel was separated as a special nation (at Sinai) for the preparation of the coming Messiah. 

When Noah disembarked the ark following the great Flood, he offered sacrifices on behalf of his family 

(Gen. 8:20-21). Abram, after a long trek from Ur (stopping for a while at Haran), came into Canaan and 

built an altar at Shechem (Gen. 12:7; 22:13). Job, the patriarch of Uz, offered sacrifices as the head of his 

family (Job 1:5). When Moses fled from Pharaoh into the land of Midian, he met and married the daughter 

of Jethro, a Midianite priest (Ex. 2:15ff). 

The Aaronic Priesthood 

The formal priesthood of the Mosaic dispensation was known as the Aaronic priesthood, because all the 

priests were required to be selected from Aaron’s (Moses’ brother) lineage. However, there apparently was 

a priesthood of some sort before that time. Moses requested permission from Pharoah to lead his people 

into the wilderness so they could “sacrifice unto Jehovah” (Ex. 5:3). Furthermore, certain “priests” were 

required to sanctify themselves in preparation for the reception of the law on Sinai (Ex. 19:22,24). Some 

surmise that these were the “elders” (Ex. 3:16), or else a select group of “young men” (Ex. 24:5). This 
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group might have been constituted of the “first-born” who were “sanctified” unto the Lord (Ex. 13:2). 

Later, the Levites seem to have taken the “sanctified” place of the first-born (Num. 3:5-13). The tribe of 

Levi was chosen because of its fidelity when Israel worshipped the golden calf at the base of Sinai (Ex. 

32:26-29). 

When the law was given in the wilderness, Aaron and his sons were appointed to the priesthood (Num. 

3:10). The role of high priest was a life-long appointment, and was assumed by the oldest qualified 

descendant of Aaron. All other male offspring of Aaron served as priests, except in the case of the 

physically impaired (Lev. 21:17-23), or unless he became temporarily “unclean” (Lev. 22:3). Only the high 

priest was allowed to entered the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement each year (Lev. 16:1ff). 

There are some important points that stress great truths regarding the priesthood of the Mosaic 

dispensation. 

The Holiness of God 

One of the prime features of the priestly system was to emphasize — and quite graphically — the 

absolutely holy nature of Almighty God. This is a concept repeatedly affirmed in the Scriptures (Isa. 6:3; 

Rev. 4:8). This fundamental truth must be grasped, as much as is humanly possible, if one is to be 

motivated to serve the Ruler of Heaven and Earth. 

The priestly ministration of the law was characterized by numerous detailed regulations. The high priest, 

along with the subordinate priests, were required to dress in a particular way so as to reflect the concept of 

holiness (Ex. 28:4). Some scholars are persuaded that merging lines of evidence indicate that in their 

official functions priests were required to be barefoot as a token of the fact they were serving a holy God 

(cf. Ex. 3:5). As noted above, even those men of the family of Aaron who had certain physical deformities 

were forbidden to serve as priests (Lev. 21:17-23). Apparently the unblemished body of the priest was to 

be a visual expression of the perfection of the God whom he was serving. Think also about the 

unblemished nature of the sacrifices (cf. 1 Pet. 1:19). 

There were elaborate ceremonies for the “consecration” of priests as they embarked upon their sacred roles 

(see Ex. 29; Lev. 8-9). The ceremonies lasted for seven days and involved washings with pure water, the 

adorning of special garments, anointing with oil, the sacrifice of bullocks and rams, etc. All of this was 

designed to demonstrate that these men were entering the service of God Most Holy. 

There is a vast chasm between the perfect purity of our Creator, and the filth of our own transgressions (cf. 

Prov. 30:12). In studying the priesthood of the Old Testament, we must constantly remind ourselves of this 

penetrating and humbling truth. 

Preparation for the Arrival of the Great High Priest 

There is a strong connection between the priestly castes of the Old Testament and the components of the 

New Testament regime. For example, the arrangement that obtained in the case of Melchizedek, who was 

both king and priest simultaneously, prophetically foreshadowed the fact that Jesus would serve as king 

and priest at the same time (Gen. 14:18ff; Psa. 110; Zech. 6:12-13). This circumstance clearly demonstrates 

that Christ’s reign is heavenly (not earthly) in scope, because Jesus was not genealogically qualified to 

function as an earthly priest (Heb. 8:4; cf. 7:14). 

One of the major emphases of the book of Hebrews is the fact that the priesthood of the Mosaic economy 

was typical (pictorial) and thus preparatory in nature. As the inspired writer noted, those elements of the 

law were a “a shadow of the good things to come” (10:1; cf. 8:5), indeed, he says, “a figure for the time 

present” (9:9). 
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The former system was “carnal,” while the latter is “heavenly” (Heb. 9:9; 8:5). (Why is it that so many 

people clamor for the inferior, as evidenced by their inclination to gravitate back to Moses for the alleged 

authority for their self-willed practices?) The Mosaic priesthood, in some ways, pictured the Christians of 

the new system (see below). The tabernacle/temple arrangements, in which the priests performed their 

duties, were typical of both the church (the holy place) and heaven (the most holy place). The blood 

offerings set forth certain truths concerning him who was offered for our sins (Jn. 1:29; 2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 

9:28). How wonderfully the Old Testament served in preparing the way for the arrival of our High Priest 

(Gal. 3:24; Col. 2:14ff), who is “great” (Heb. 4:14; 10:21), “merciful and faithful” (Heb. 2:17), “the apostle 

and high priest of our confession” (Heb. 3:1), and who serves “after the order of Melchizdek” (Heb. 5:10). 

The Christian Priesthood 

Just as the Levitical priests were consecrated to their office by the washing of water, even so, men and 

women today may enter upon their priestly functions as Christians. This they do by drawing near to God 

with a true heart, having their hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and their bodies washed with pure 

water (cf. Heb. 10:22). That this transition occurs at the point of baptism is beyond successful dispute (cf. 

Acts 22:16; Eph. 5:26; Tit. 3:5). Professor Donald Hagner, of Fuller Theological Seminary, says that the 

term “water” (in Hebrews 10:22) is “almost certainly” a reference to “Christian baptism” (New 

International Biblical Commentary — Hebrews, Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1990, p. 165). 

The glorious message of the gospel is this. All Christians are priests, and, with spiritual sacrifices (Rom. 

12:1ff; Phil. 2:17; 4:18; Heb. 13:15-16; 1 Pet. 2:5), we offer up service to God through our High Priest, 

Jesus Christ (Heb. 3:1; 4:14ff), who mediates on our behalf (Heb. 2:17ff; 1 Tim. 2:5). It is not surprising, 

then, that we see references to children of God as “priests” in the New Testament (1 Pet. 2:5, 9; Rev. 1:6; 

5:10; 20:6). 

False Ideas Associated with Priesthood 

We cannot leave this study without calling attention to three false ideas that are associated with the concept 

of “priesthood” in the modern world of “Christendom.” 

Catholic Priests Successors of Apostles 

The Roman Catholic idea of a sacerdotal system of physical priests for today’s church has no support of the 

New Testament. It is based upon the fallacious notion that the apostles “were clothed with the powers of 

Jesus Christ,” and that Catholic priests, as “successors” of the apostles, are similarly endowed with their 

power (James Cardinal Gibbons, The Faith of Our Fathers, Baltimore: John Murphy, 1917, p. 387ff). The 

idea is closely associated with the delusion that in performing the “Mass,” the priests are sacrificing the 

body of Christ — a notion completely at variance with the Scriptures. The New Testament teaches that 

Jesus was sacrificed once, and that was entirely sufficient (cf. Heb. 9:25-28). 

Mormons’ Two Priesthoods 

The Mormon theory of priesthood is equally erroneous. Mormonism promotes two priesthoods, without 

which, supposedly, there can be no salvation. These are the Melchizedek and the Aaronic priesthoods 

(Doctrine & Covenants 107:1-3,5). The Mormon priesthood dogma has no authority higher than that of 

Jospeh Smith, Jr., who claims to have “restored” the ancient order of priests on May 15, 1829. The error in 

this is all too obvious to anyone with a more-than-minimum acquaintance with the New Testament. 

First of all, the Melchizedek priesthood was to belong to Christ, and to none other, until the end of time. 

The writer of Hebrews says concerning Jesus that: “. . . he, because he abides for ever, has his priesthood 
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unchangable” (7:24). The key word is “unchangable” (aparabatos), which suggests that the Lord’s 

priesthood is imperishable. Some suggest that the meaning of the Greek term is simply “permanent, 

unchangable” (F.W. Danker, et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, Chicago: University of 

Chicago, 2000, p. 97), which, of itself, would eliminate the Mormon idea. But even more to the point is the 

proposed meaning “non-transferable” (C. Spiqu, Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1994, 1.143-44). That would specifically deny that it could pass to other persons. 

Second, the Aaronic priesthood cannot be operative today because it was an integral part of the law of 

Moses, which law was abolished by Christ (Eph. 2:15), being, in a manner of speaking, nailed to his cross 

(Col. 2:14). Moreover, the verb rendered “hath taken away” in this latter passage is a perfect tense form, 

which argues for the permanent abolition of that law. There is no biblical indication that the law was to 

be, or ever will be, restored. Too, one could not restore the Aaronic priesthood without “of necessity” 

resurrecting the entire Mosaic law (Heb. 7:12). 

Premillenialism’s restored Aaronic Priesthood 

Finally, the premillennial speculation that the Aaronic priesthood is “to be resumed nationally, on behalf of 

Gentiles, in the Millennial Kingdom” is groundless. And it is quite disappointing that this concept was 

argued so stringently by such a respectable student of New Testament Greek as W.E. Vine (Priest — 

Expository Dictionary). The passages he cites as proof (Isa. 61:6; 66:21) refer to the Christian 

dispensation, not a supposed earthly, millennial kingdom. 

And so we conclude our brief study of the subject of “priests,” we remind ourselves of the numerous 

valuable lessons that come with this theme. At the same time, as we have noted, this is a subject given to 

serious abuse. 

What It Means to Be a King in the Kingdom of God 

In early May Queen Elizabeth II visited the United States as part of the 400th 

anniversary of the Jamestown settlement. The queen remains the world’s best-known 

monarch. Her life contains many lessons for Christians, whom Christ will make kings in 

the Kingdom of God.  

To commemorate the 400th anniversary of the first English settlement in North America, Britain’s Queen 

Elizabeth II was invited to share in the celebrations in Jamestown, Virginia. The colony of Virginia was 

named after the first Queen Elizabeth, the “Virgin Queen,” while Jamestown Island and the James River 

were named after her successor, King James I, the same king who authorized the first official translation of 

the Bible into English. 

It was the queen’s fifth state visit to the United States and her fourth as monarch. Previous visits were in 

1951 before she became queen, 1957 when she attended the 350th anniversary of the Jamestown 

settlement, 1976 for the Bicentennial and 1991. 

Americans mingle with the monarch  

Toward the end of her weeklong visit to the United States, the queen spent time with President George W. 

Bush at the White House. Thousands of visitors were able to mingle with the president and the monarch on 

the White House lawn. In the evening, President Bush hosted a white-tie dinner at the White House, the 

first by the present administration. 
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All 140 invited guests received a personal invitation, handwritten by a calligrapher. Everybody was 

informed that when the queen stops eating, everybody stops eating! All guests met both the queen and 

the president. 

The welcome given to the queen during her visit to the United States was described by one television 

commentator as “jubilant.” Partly this was appreciation for Britain’s role as America’s main ally. But, 

commentators agreed, it was mostly out of respect for the 81-year-old woman who has spent her life doing 

her duty, serving the peoples of Great Britain and the British Commonwealth of Nations. 

Actress Helen Mirren received an Oscar for “the role of a lifetime” as the queen in the movie of the same 

name. Mirren said the person who quite literally has had the role of a lifetime is the queen herself, who 

became queen at the age of 25 and has held a 24/7 role as Britain’s head of state for over 55 years. 

And yet her role is nothing compared to the role that true Christians will have in the coming Kingdom 

of God. 

We will be kings and priests  

The biblical book of Revelation was given to “show [Christ’s] servants…things which must shortly take 

place” (Revelation 1:1). In verse 6 of chapter 1, we read that He “has made us kings and priests.” Powerful 

angels singing a song of praise to the Lamb of God, also say of the saints, “You have made them to be a 

kingdom and priests serving our God, and they will reign on earth” (Revelation 5:10, NRSV). 

A central message of the Bible is the promise of the coming Kingdom of God. “Jesus came to Galilee, 

preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God” (Mark 1:14). His parables are full of insight into the coming 

Kingdom, which will be established upon this earth at His return. 

In Revelation 20 we are taken forward into this time of Christ’s return and of the resurrection of the saints, 

those whom God has called. “And I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was committed to 

them… And they lived and reigned with Christ for a thousand years… This is the first resurrection. Blessed 

and holy is he who has part in the first resurrection. Over such the second death has no power, but they 

shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with Him a thousand years” (Revelation 20:4-6, 

emphasis added). 

Stating that the saints will be both kings and priests clearly means there will be no separation of Church 

and state in the world of tomorrow. Resurrected Christians will fulfill dual roles, both as secular and 

spiritual rulers. 

The future world-ruling Jesus Christ is described in Revelation 19:16 as “KING OF KINGS AND LORD 

OF LORDS,” a title so awesome that it’s written in bold capital letters. If Christ is King of kings, then who 

are the other kings He will be over? 

That’s the role to be filled by His loyal followers, those “who keep the commandments of God and have 

the testimony of Jesus Christ” (Revelation 12:17). 

Kings and queens live in grand mansions, called palaces. Many of you will have visited Windsor Castle, 

the queen’s home just outside London. Others will have visited Buckingham Palace, her London residence. 

In the time of Jesus Christ, royal residences were even grander. His disciples perhaps had Roman royal 

palaces in mind when He said to them, “Assuredly I say to you, that in the regeneration [the resurrection], 

when the Son of Man sits on the throne of His glory, you who have followed Me will also sit on twelve 

thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Matthew 19:28). 
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Unlike the first-century disciples, most people today do not live under kings. They have little concept of 

what it means to be a king. By looking at the life of Queen Elizabeth II we receive an insight into what it 

means to be a ruling monarch. 

What does it mean to be a king?  

You are king for life.  

During the royal visit to the United States, it was frequently observed that the queen has met with 10 U.S. 

presidents. She has also had 10 British prime ministers (Gordon Brown makes the 11th). Additionally, 

there have been numerous prime ministers in the other nations of which she is queen. This brings home the 

simple fact that a monarch’s role, in contrast to a politician’s, is for life. Queen Elizabeth came to the 

British throne on Feb. 6, 1952. She will remain queen until she dies. 

A major difference between the kings who rule with Christ and the present British monarch is that the 

future kings will be spirit beings. “Over such the second death has no power” (Revelation 20:6). We “shall 

reign with Him for a thousand years.” Verse 5 explains that there will be another resurrection after the first 

thousand years of Jesus Christ’s rule on earth. This resurrection reveals that there will be even more people 

to rule over, so our positions aren’t limited to just 1,000 years. 

You can become king suddenly, unexpectedly. Always be prepared.  

Although Princess Elizabeth had known since December 1936, at the age of 10, that, upon the death of her 

father, she would become the reigning monarch, her ascendancy was still unexpected. Her father, King 

George VI, had plans to go on a South Seas tour of countries that were a part of the British Empire, in early 

1952, accompanied by his wife. When his health would not permit it, he asked his daughter and son-in-law 

to go in his stead. He saw them off at the airport on Jan. 31. 

Six days later, while in the African colony of Kenya, Princess Elizabeth became queen. The imperial tour 

was hastily cancelled as the new queen and her husband returned to London. 

Jesus Christ warned us to “watch therefore, for you do not know what hour your Lord is coming” (Matthew 

24:42). He added, “Therefore you also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not 

expect” (verse 44). Earlier, He said, “of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but 

My Father only” (verse 36). 

We must always be ready to assume our office of kingship. It doesn’t matter how long we have to prepare, 

but prepare we must. Princess Elizabeth had a little over 15 years to prepare for her role. Her son, Prince 

Charles, who will turn 59 later this year, has had much longer. From the time that we receive the Holy 

Spirit, we need to take our calling to be a king very seriously and ensure that we are preparing for rulership 

with Jesus Christ in His Kingdom. 

A king must uphold the law.  

There was a time in England when the king could do anything he wanted to do. But that has not been the 

case for centuries. In 1215 King John was forced to sign the Magna Carta, which formed the basis for the 

Anglo-American legal system. One of its fundamental principles was that everybody was subject to the 

law, including the king. This principle eventually led to the beheading of King Charles I in 1649 and the 

establishment of the short-lived English Republic. 

This principle of equality before the law does not exist in most countries, including many European ones. 

America inherited it from England. It was said in 1974 that the Magna Carta brought down 

President Nixon. 
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In ancient Israel kings were expected to know and obey the laws of God. 

“Also, it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, that he shall write for himself a copy of this 

law in a book… And it shall be with him, and he shall read it all the days of his life, that he may learn to 

fear the L ord his God and be careful to observe all the words of this law and these statutes, that his heart 

may not be lifted above his brethren, that he may not turn aside from the commandment to the right hand or 

to the left, and that he may prolong his days in his kingdom, he and his children in the midst of Israel” 

(Deuteronomy 17:18-20). 

The queen has been exemplary in her obedience to the laws of England. In the same way, we should be 

exemplary in our obedience to the laws of God. 

Be careful not to lose your throne.  

A king can lose his throne. This happened to the queen’s uncle, King Edward VIII, in December of 1936. 

Edward had only become king in January of the same year. At the time he was a single man. It soon 

became clear that he was involved with a woman who had been married twice. 

He was given a choice by the parliaments of the United Kingdom and the British Dominions. He had to 

choose between the woman, Mrs. Simpson, and what was then the most prestigious position in the world, 

the throne of the British Empire. Edward’s decision was to abdicate in favor of his brother, who became 

King George VI. 

Only recently did official government papers about the abdication become available, following the death of 

the queen mother, who was married to King George VI. These papers revealed that Mrs. Simpson was not 

being faithful to the king, whom she later married. 

Edward had given up the throne for nothing! 

There’s an important spiritual lesson for all of us here. 

In Revelation 3:11 we are admonished to “hold fast what you have, that no one may take your crown.” It’s 

easy to lose out on our future as kings and priests, ruling with Jesus Christ. We can easily get distracted by 

other people or things that get in our way. We can let another person become an obstacle to our salvation. 

Edward VIII, as the eldest son of the future King George V, was born to be king when he entered this 

world in 1894. His investiture as prince of Wales, heir presumptive to the British throne, was in 1911. 

Twenty-five years later he was king, but only for a few months. He got distracted by somebody else and 

gave his crown away. 

Don’t let this happen to you. Not only must we avoid carnal temptations that can lead us astray from God, 

but we must also be careful not to let resentment or bitterness trip us up on our spiritual journey. 

Looking ahead  

During the queen’s visit to the United States, one television commentator remarked that the queen’s 

popularity on both sides of the Atlantic has increased as people have lost respect for their politicians. There 

is a lesson for us here. When we look at worldly leadership, we mostly see bad examples. Self-seeking and 

even lying are common problems afflicting many politicians. Like the queen, we must remain above that, 

maintaining a higher standard, which emphasizes our duty to God and to others. 
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Let us also remember that our role in the Kingdom of God will far surpass the leadership role of any 

worldly monarch or president. We have an eternity to look forward to, immortality where we will be ruling 

alongside our Savior and Elder Brother, Jesus Christ.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 
Many contemporary scholars of organization, management and leadership studies have openly lamented 

the limitations of the conventional business school curriculum on a variety of grounds. Some claim that 

management education and research fails to connect practically with its intended audiences (Pfeffer & 

Fong 2002, 2004) while others question its pedagogical or practical relevance (Bennis & O’Toole 2005, 

Drucker 2001, French & Gery 1996, Kelemen & Bansal 2002, Knights 2008, Mintzberg 2004). To these 

critical voices we would add that the entire field is dominated, in the main, by a proclivity for scientism 

and instrumental thinking that does not address the rounded cognitive and affective needs of organizational 

practitioners. This general criticism applies with as much force to the specialist field of leadership studies 

as it does to the general business school syllabus. 

It is within this context that we suggest a leadership philosophy, based on virtue ethics, might have a great 

deal to offer. The enormous challenge presented by this prospect will be to integrate ‘leadership philosophy 

as a way of life’ within a business and management curriculum that is overwhelmingly characterized by 

instrumental forms of teaching and learning. There is an ever present risk that any attempt to introduce, 

say, virtue ethics or Stoic philosophy into a leadership development programme would be appropriated or 

co-opted and simply become another resource to be turned toward instrumental ends. One can all too easily 

imagine such unfortunate initiatives as a Stoic ‘competency framework’, a ‘seven steps to virtuous 

leadership’ model and the like. The implications of the argument we present regarding leadership 

philosophy as a way of life would be considerably more far reaching than any form of superficial cognitive 

modelling, and would require development of an educational engagement which would be commensurate 

with, and adequate to, the pursuit of virtue in leadership and management roles. Clearly, such a radical 

agenda would not be to everyone’s taste and would almost certainly meet with institutional resistance in the 

current HE climate. 

What we propose, then, is not a general panacea for leadership development so much as one possible 

micronarrative (Lyotard 1984) strategy, historically rooted within a western tradition, that could assist in 

approaching the perennial questions that face leaders: ‘how should I act?’, ‘am I acting efficaciously?’, and 

so forth. We have argued that while attention to philosophical questions of ontology and epistemology 

taken in isolation may be important, the third classical domain of philosophy – namely, ethics – is by far 

the most central to leadership study and practice. There are no arrangements of the social which do not 

involve ethical relationships (whether judged ‘good’ or ‘bad’) of one sort or another. A close examination 

of Stoical philosophy and practical spiritual exercises reveals, furthermore, that the ontological and 

epistemological cannot be readily parcelled out from ethics. From a Stoical perspective, the privileging of 

ethics simultaneously brings ontology and epistemology to the fore. 

This contribution to the Sage Handbook of Leadership has been concerned with identifying some of 

problematics and parameters that might inform the doing of leadership philosophy. Some of that ‘doing’ 

takes the form of traditional scholastic research and analysis. We sought, for example, in section 1 to 

outline extant work and a potential research programme that takes as its focus the history of ideas 

pertaining to leadership. Section 2 proposed another philosophical research strategy that would entail 
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deconstructing the field of leadership studies by analysing the explicit and implicit philosophies that inform 

current theory and practice. Yet another fruitful approach, we suggested, would be to examine the 

semantics and meaning-in-use of the leadership discourse insofar at it variously engages with something 

called ‘philosophy’. To this extent, section 3 (along with the previous two sections) was concerned with the 

analytical study of ‘philosophy of leadership’, demonstrating that we cannot properly speak of a 

‘philosophy’ in singular terms but must admit of multiple and highly diverse ‘philosophies’. In the final 

section we were concerned to propose a move from ‘philosophy of leadership’ to ‘leadership philosophy’; 

a relationship between these two terms that places value on a more authentic (in classical terms) 

appreciation of ‘philosophy’ and which acknowledges the centrality of ethical questions within leadership 

roles and relationships. As we asserted at the outset, for the various reasons discussed in this chapter there 

may be no philosophy of leadership but this in no way discounts or detracts from the challenge of 

establishing such a philosophy or philosophies. 
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