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Introduction 

 
“Contemporary Christianity,” which is the concern of the London 

Institute, the annual London Lectures and this series of booklets, is not a 

new brand of the Christian faith which we have invented.  On the contrary, it 

is historic, biblical Christianity creatively applied to the contemporary world 

with its complex questions of social, sexual, medical and personal ethics.  

The aim of these Contemporary Christianity booklets, therefore, is to help 

Christians to think about the issues of the day from a Christian perspective. 

 

Does the Bible have anything to say about our modern dilemmas?  

Yes and no.  No, in the sense that it does not contain slick solutions to 

current controversial problems.  Yes, in the sense that it contains God-given 

principles of thought and action.  By understanding these we can develop a 

Christian mind with which to think about even the most “secular” topics of 

today. 

 

Is it really our responsibility, though, to busy ourselves with social 

questions?  Should we not rather concentrate on evangelism and forget about 

social action?  Certainly evangelism remains a top priority for all Christians.  

We are under orders to spread the good news of Jesus Christ throughout the 

world.  Yet Jesus Himself did more than preach the good news of God’s 

kingdom; He did good works of love and power to demonstrate that God’s 

kingdom had arrived.  So words and works should go together in our 

Christian service, too.   

 

We cannot act socially if we do not first think socially.  True believers 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have left us a wonderful example 

of how to combine evangelistic and social concerns.  For the first half of this 

century, however, we somehow managed to mislay our social conscience.  

Now that we are gradually recovering it, we have much catching up to do. 

 

Here is another question in the minds of many Christians:  Since our 

culture has become so secular, can we hope to impose our Christian 

standards on a non-Christian society?  No, impose is the wrong word.  We 

cannot force non-Christians to do what is right.  Nevertheless, we can 

proclaim Christian standards, using every argument we can to help people 

understand that God’s law is not only good in itself, but it is good for human 

beings and good for society.  In a democracy, changes in legislation depend 



upon what the people themselves believe.  Our Christian duty, therefore, is 

to get into the debate and seek to influence public opinion toward approving 

and desiring God’s way.  Even fallen human beings can see that justice is 

better than oppression, compassion is better than callousness, and 

cooperation is better than quarreling. 

 

God give us in this generation more Christian leaders with a sensitive 

conscience, a clear mind and a courageous heart! 

 

JOHN STOTT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A Call to Christian Leadership 

 

There is a serious lack of true leaders in the world today.  At the same 

time massive problems confront us.  Globally, there are terrifying build-ups 

of nuclear arsenals, widespread violations of human rights, environmental 

and energy crises, long-term unemployment, continual conflict in industrial 

relations and outbreaks of racial violence.   

 

Morally, Christians are disturbed by the forces which are undermining 

the stability of marriage and the family, the challenges to sexual morals and 

sexual roles, and the scandal of abortion on demand. 

 

  Spiritually, I might add, there is the spread of materialism and the 

corresponding loss of any sense of reality apart from the physical world.  

Many people are warning us that the world is heading for disaster, but few 

are offering us advice on how to avert it.  Technical know-how abounds, but 

wisdom is in short supply.  People feel confused, upset and alone.  To 

borrow the metaphors of Jesus, we seem to be like “sheep without a 

shepherd,” while our leaders often appear to be “blind leaders of the blind.” 

 

There are many kinds and degrees of leadership.  Leadership is not 

restricted to a small minority of world statesmen or to a nation’s high 

officials.  In every society leadership takes a variety of forms.  Pastors are 

leaders in the local church and community.  Parents are leaders in their home 

and family.  So are teachers in school and lecturers in college.  Senior 

executives in business and industry, judges, doctors, politicians, social 

workers and union officials all have leadership responsibilities in their 

respective spheres.  So do the opinion-formers who work in the media – 

authors and playwrights, journalists, sound and vision broadcasters, artists 

and producers.  And student leaders, especially since the 1960s, have been 

exercising influence beyond their years and their experience.  There is a 

great need in all these and other situations for more clear-sighted, 

courageous and dedicated leaders. 

 

Such leaders are both born and bred.  As Bennie E. Goodwin, an 

African-American educationalist, has written, “Although potential leaders 

are born, effective leaders are made.”  Here are Shakespeare’s famous lines 

on this subject, “Be not afraid of greatness!  Some are born great, some 

achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.”  Books of 

management refer to “B.N.L.s” (born natural leaders) as men and women 



endowed with strong intellect, character and personality.  And we would 

want to add with Oswald Sanders that Christian leadership is “a blending of 

natural and spiritual qualities,” or of natural talents and spiritual gifts.  

Nevertheless, God’s gifts have to be cultivated, and leadership potential has 

to be developed. 

 

What, then, are the marks of leadership--especially Christian 

leadership?  How can we give up sitting around, waiting for somebody else 

to take the initiative, and take the initiative ourselves?  What is needed to 

blaze a trail which others will follow? 

 

Although different studies of leadership have been made, I want to 

suggest that leadership has certain essential ingredients. 

 

Vision  

 

 “Where there is no vision, the people perish” is a proverb from the 

King James Version of the Bible.  Although it is almost certainly a 

mistranslation of the Hebrew, it is nonetheless a true statement.  Indeed, it 

has been a characteristic of the era since Pentecost that “your young men 

shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams” (Acts 2:17).  

Monsignor Ronald Knox of Oxford concluded his critical (though somewhat 

wistful) book Enthusiasm with these words: 

 

 “Men will not live without vision; that moral we do well to carry 

away with us from contemplating, in so many strange forms, the 

record of the visionaries.  If we are content with the humdrum, the 

second-best, the hand-over-hand, it will not be forgiven us.” 

 

However, the words “dreams and visions” or “dreamers and 

visionaries” sound impractical and remote from the harsh realities of life on 

earth.  So more ordinary, matter-of-fact words tend to be used.  Management 

experts tell us we must set both long-term and short-term goals.  Politicians 

publish election manifestos (declarations of intentions).  Military personnel 

lay down a campaign strategy.  But whether you call it a “goal”, a 

“manifesto” or a “strategy,” it is a vision that you are talking about. 

 

So what is vision?  It is an act of seeing--an imaginative perception of 

things, combining insight and foresight.  But more specifically, in the sense 



in which I am using the word, it is a combination of a deep dissatisfaction 

with what is and a clear grasp of what could be.   

 

Vision begins with indignation over how things have become, and it 

grows into the earnest quest for something better.  Both of these aspects of 

vision are quite clear in the public ministry of Jesus.  He was indignant over 

disease and death and the hunger of the people, because He perceived these 

things as not fitting into the purpose of God.   This explains His compassion 

on the sick, the dying and the hungry.  Indignation and compassion form a 

powerful combination.  They are a necessary part of vision, and therefore a 

necessary part of leadership.   

 

Many will remember that Bobby Kennedy was assassinated in 1968 at 

the age of 42.  Ten years later in appreciation of him, David S. Border wrote 

that his distinguishing quality was his capacity for what can only be called 

moral outrage.  “That is unacceptable,” Kennedy said of many conditions 

that most of us accepted as inevitable--poverty, illiteracy, malnutrition, 

prejudice, crookedness, conniving.  All such accepted evils were a personal 

affront (offense) to him. 

 

Apathy can be defined as the acceptance of the unacceptable.  

Leadership begins with a decisive refusal to do so.  As George F. Will wrote 

in December 1981, after the declaration of martial law in Poland, “What is 

outrageous is the absence of outrage.”  There is a great need today for more 

righteous indignation, anger, outrage over those evils which are an offence 

to God.  How can we tolerate what He finds intolerable?  

 

Anger is of no use if it does not provoke us to positive action to 

remedy what has aroused our anger.  “One must oppose those things that one 

believes to be wrong,” writes Robert Greenleaf, “but one cannot lead from a 

predominantly negative posture.”  Before Robert McNamara retired in 1981 

as President of the World Bank after thirteen years, he addressed its annual 

meeting for the last time, and in his speech quoted George Bernard Shaw:  

“You see things as they are and ask ‘why?’  But I dream things that never 

were, and ask ‘why not?’” 

 

History abounds in examples, both biblical and secular.  Moses was 

appalled by the cruel oppression of his fellow-Israelites in Egypt, but he 

remembered God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and was 

sustained throughout his long life by the vision of the Promised Land.  



 

Nehemiah heard in his Persian exile that the wall of the Holy City was 

in ruins and that his people living there were in great distress.  The news 

overwhelmed him--until God put into his heart what he could and should do.  

“Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem,” he said.  And the people 

replied, “Let us arise and build” (Nehemiah 2:12, 17, 18). 

 

Moving on to the New Testament times, the early Christians were 

well aware of the power of the Roman government and its hostility toward 

the Jews.  Yet Jesus had told His disciples to be His witnesses to the ends of 

the earth. The vision He gave them transformed them.   

 

Saul of Tarsus had been brought up to accept as inevitable and 

unbridgeable the chasm between Jews and Gentiles.  But Jesus 

commissioned him to take the gospel of the Gentile world, and he was “did 

not prove disobedient to the heavenly vision” (Acts 26:19).   Indeed the 

vision of a single, new, reconciled humanity so captured his heart and mind, 

that he labored, suffered and even died in its cause. 

 

In modern times Presidents of the United States have had noble 

visions of a “New Deal” and of a “Great Society.”  The fact that their 

expectations did not altogether materialize is no criticism of their vision.  

Martin Luther King, incensed by the injustices of segregation, had a dream 

of dignity for blacks in a free, multiracial America.  He both lived and died 

that his dream might come true. 

 

 Within fifty years from the Russian Revolution of 1917, Communists 

won over a third of the world.  There can be little doubt that this phenomenal 

success was due to the vision of a better society which they were able to 

inspire in their followers.  This, at least, was the conclusion Douglas Hyde 

reached in March 1948.  At that time he resigned both from the British 

Communist Party (after twenty years’ membership) and from being News 

Editor of the Daily Worker, and became a Roman Catholic.   

 

The subtitle Douglas Hyde gave to his book Dedication and 

Leadership was “Learning from the Communists.”  He wrote to answer the 

question, “Why are Communists so dedicated and successful as leaders, 

while others often are not?”  Here is how he put it:  “If you ask me what is 

the distinguishing mark of the Communist--what is it that Communists most 

outstandingly have in common?…I would say that beyond any shadow of 



doubt it is their idealism….”  The Communists dream of a new society in 

which (quoting from Liu Shao-chi) there will be “no oppressed and 

exploited people, no darkness, ignorance, backwardness” and “no such 

irrational things as mutual deception, mutual antagonism, mutual slaughter 

and war.”   

 

Marx wrote in his Theses on Feuerbach (1888):  “The philosophers 

have only in various ways interpreted the world; the point, however, is to 

change it.”    “That slogan, change the world,” comments Douglas Hyde, 

“has proved to be one of the most dynamic of the past 120 years….Marx 

concluded his Communist Manifesto with the words; ‘You have a world to 

win.’ ”  

 

This vision fires the imagination and zeal of young idealistic 

Communists.  Because of it, Douglas Hyde argues, “The recruit is made to 

feel that there is a great battle going on all over the world”, and “that this 

includes his own country, his own town, his own neighborhood, the block of 

flats [apartments] in which he lives, the factory or office where he works.”  

One reason why the Communist is prepared to make his exceptional 

sacrifices is that he believes he is taking part in a crusade. 

 

 However, Jesus Christ is a far greater and more glorious leader than 

Karl Marx could ever be, and the Christian good news is a much more 

radical and liberating message than the Communist Manifesto.  The world 

can be won for Christ by evangelism and made more pleasing to Christ by 

social action.   Why then does this prospect not set our hearts on fire?   

 

Where are the Christian people today who see our society as it is and 

who do not like what they see because there are things in it which are 

unacceptable to God?  Where are the leaders who steadfastly refuse to 

accept things as they are, who dream dreams of a society more acceptable to 

God, and who determine to do something about it?  “Nothing much happens 

without a dream.  And for something great to happen, there must be a great 

dream.  Behind every great achievement is a dreamer of great dreams” 

(Robert K. Greenleaf). 

 

 We see with our mind’s eye millions in our world who have had no 

real opportunity to hear or respond to the gospel.  These are the poor, the 

hungry and the disadvantaged, the oppressed.   It will take both dream and 

reality to reach them.  Passion and practical service must go together.  



Without the dream the movement loses its direction and its fire; but without 

hard work and practical projects the dream vanishes into thin air. 

 

Perseverance 

 

 Thomas Sutcliffe Mort was an early nineteenth century settler in 

Sydney, Australia.  The famous “Mort Dock” in New South Wales, 

Australia was named after him.  He was determined to solve the problem of 

providing refrigeration so that meat could be exported from Australia to 

Britain.  He gave himself three years in which to do it, but it took him 

twenty-six.  He lived long enough to see the first shipment of refrigerated 

meat leave Sydney, but died before learning whether it had reached its 

destination safely.  The house he built in Edgecliffe is now Bishopscourt, the 

residence of the Anglican Archbishop of Sydney.  Painted twenty times 

around the cornice of the study ceiling are the words “To persevere is to 

succeed,” and engraved in stone outside the front door is the Mort family 

motto, “Fidele a la Mort.”  These words are a play on their Huguenot name. 

 

 Perseverance is certainly an indispensable quality of leadership.  It is 

one thing to dream dreams and see visions.  It is another to convert a dream 

into a plan of action.  It is yet a third to persevere with it when opposition 

comes.  Opposition is bound to arise.  As soon as the campaign gets 

underway, the forces of reaction build, the self-satisfied refuse to move, 

commercial interests feel threatened and raise the alarm, the cynical sneer at 

the folly of “do-gooders,” and apathy turns into hostility. 

 

 A true work of God thrives on opposition.  Its silver is refined and its 

steel hardened.  Of course those without the vision, who are merely being 

carried along by the momentum of the campaign, will soon get discouraged 

and give up.  So it is that the protesting youth of one decade become the 

conservative establishment of the next.  Young rebels lapse into middle-class, 

middle-aged, middle-of-the-road mediocrity.  Even revolutionaries, once the 

revolution is over, tend to lose their ideals.  But the real leader does not!  He 

has the resilience to take setbacks in his stride, the tenacity to overcome 

fatigue and discouragement, and the wisdom (in a favorite phrase of John 

Mott’s) to “turn stumbling-blocks into stepping-stones.”  The real leader 

adds to vision and hard work the grace of perseverance. 

 

 In the Old Testament Moses is again the outstanding example. On 

about a dozen distinct occasions the people murmured against him, and he 



had the beginnings of a mutiny on his hands.  Pharaoh’s army threatened the 

nation.  The water ran out or was too bitter to drink.  There was no meat to 

eat.  The scouts brought back a bad report of the strength of Canaanites.  

Small minds became jealous of his position.  These were some of the 

occasions in which the people complained of Moses’ leadership and 

challenged his authority.  A lesser man would have given up and abandoned 

them to their own pettiness--but not Moses.  He never forgot that these were 

God’s people by God’s covenant, who by God’s promise would inherit the 

land. 

 

 In the New Testament the man who came to the end of his life with 

his ideals intact and his standards uncompromised was the apostle Paul.  He, 

too, faced bitter and violent opposition.  He had to endure severe physical 

afflictions.  On several occasions he was beaten, stoned and imprisoned.  He 

suffered mentally, too.  His footsteps were dogged by false prophets who 

contradicted his teaching and slandered his name.  He also experienced great 

loneliness.  Toward the end of his life, he wrote “All who are in Asia turned 

away from me” and “At my first defense no one supported me, but all 

deserted me” (2 Timothy 1:15 and 4:16).  Yet he never lost his vision of 

God’s new, redeemed society, and he never gave up proclaiming it.  In his 

underground dungeon, from which there was to be no escape but death, he 

wrote, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept 

the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7).  He persevered to the end. 

 

 In recent centuries perhaps nobody has been a better example of 

perseverance than William Wilberforce.  Sir Reginald Coupland wrote of 

him that, in order to break the apathy of parliament, a would-be social 

reformer “must possess, in the first place, the virtues of a fanatic without his 

vices.  He must be plainly single-minded and not self-seeking.  He must be 

strong enough to face opposition and ridicule, staunch enough to endure 

obstruction and delay.”  These qualities Wilberforce possessed in abundance. 

 

 It was in 1787 that Wilberforce first decided to make a motion in the 

House of Commons about the slave trade that had been going on for three 

centuries.  The West Indian slave-owners were determined to oppose the 

abolition of slavery to the end.   

 

Wilberforce was not a very impressive looking man.  He was little and 

homely, with poor eyesight and an upturned nose.  When Boswell heard him 



speak, he pronounced him a “perfect shrimp,” but then had to concede that 

“presently the shrimp swelled into a whale.”   

 

In 1789 in the House of Commons, Wilberforce said of the slave trade:  

“So enormous, so dreadful, so irremediable did its wickedness appear that 

my own mind was completely made up for abolition….Let the consequences 

be what they would, I from this time determined that I would never rest until 

I had effected its abolition.”    So Abolition Bills (which related to the trade) 

and Foreign Slave Bills (which prohibit the involvement of British ships in it) 

were debated in the Commons in 1789, 1791, 1792, 1794, 1796, 1798 and 

1799.  Abolition had become to Wilberforce the very reason for his 

existence.  Yet all these attempts to abolish slavery failed.  The Foreign 

Slave Bill was not passed unto 1806, and the Abolition of the Slave Trade 

Bill was not passed until 1807.  This part of the campaign had taken eighteen 

years. 

 

 Next, soon after the conclusion of the Napoleonic wars, Wilberforce  

began to direct his energies to the abolition of slavery itself and the 

emancipation of the slaves.  In 1823 the Anti-Slavery Society was formed.  

Twice that year and twice the following year Wilberforce pleaded the slaves’ 

cause in the House of Commons.  But in 1825 ill-health compelled him to 

resign as a Member and to continue his campaign from outside.  In 1831 he 

sent a message to the Anti-Slavery Society, in which he said:  “Our motto 

must continue to be perseverance.  And ultimately I trust the Almighty will 

crown our efforts with success.  He did.   

 

In July 1833 the Abolition of Slavery Bill was passed in both Houses 

of Parliament, even though it included the undertaking to pay 20,000,000 

pounds in compensation to the slave-owners.  “Thank God,” wrote 

Wilberforce, “that I have lived to witness a day in which England is willing 

to give 20,000,000 pounds sterling for the abolition of slavery.  Three days 

later he died.  He was buried in Westminster Abbey, in national recognition 

of his forty-five years of persevering struggle on behalf of African slaves. 

 

 Mind you, perseverance is not a synonym for pig-headedness.  The 

true leader is not unmoved by criticism.  On the contrary, he listens to it and 

weighs it, and may modify his program accordingly.  But he does not waver 

in his basic conviction of what God has called him to do.  No matter what 

opposition he faces or sacrifice he has to make, he perseveres. 

 



Service 

 

 A note of caution needs to be added at this point.  Leadership is a 

concept shared by the church and the world.  We must not assume, however, 

that Christian and non-Christian understandings of it are identical.  Nor 

should we adopt models of secular management without first evaluating 

them very carefully from a Christian perspective.  Jesus introduced into the 

world an altogether new style of leadership.  He expressed the difference 

between the old and the new in these terms: 

 

 “You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the 

Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over 

them.  But it is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become 

great among you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be first 

among you shall be slave of all.  For even the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and to give His live a ransom for 

many” (Mark 10:42-45). 

 

 Among the followers of Jesus, leadership is not a synonym for 

lordship.  Our calling is to be servants not bosses, slaves not masters.  It is 

true that all leaders have a certain authority because of their position.  

Leadership would be impossible without it.   

 

The apostles were given authority by Jesus which they exercised in 

both teaching and disciplining the church.  Even Christian pastors today, 

although they are not apostles and do not possess apostolic authority, are to 

be respected because of their position over the congregation (1 

Thessalonians 5:12, 13), and even obeyed (Hebrews 13:17).  Yet the 

emphasis of Jesus was not on the authority of a ruler-leader, but on the 

humility of a servant-leader.   

 

The authority by which the Christian leader leads is not power but 

love, not force but example, not coercion but reasoned persuasion.  Leaders 

have power, but power is safe only in the hands of those who humble 

themselves to serve. 

 

 What is the reason for Jesus’ stress on the leader’s service?  Partly, no 

doubt, it is because the chief occupational hazard of leadership is pride.  The 

Pharisaic model would not do in the new community Jesus was building.  

The Pharisees loved distinguishing titles like “Father,” “Teacher,” “Rabbi,” 



but this was both an offence against God to whom these titles properly 

belong, and disruptive of the Christian brotherhood (Matthew 23:1-12). 

 

 Jesus’ main reason for emphasizing the servant role of the leader, 

however, was surely that the service of others is an implied recognition of 

their value.  I have been troubled recently to observe that the “service 

model” of leadership is being borrowed by the world and commended for 

the wrong reasons.   

 

Robert K. Greenleaf, for example, a specialist in the field of 

management research and education, wrote in 1977 a long book called 

Servant Leadership, to which he gave the intriguing subtitle, “A journey into 

the nature of legitimate power and greatness.”  He tells us that the concept of 

the servant as leader came to him from the reading of Hermann Hesse’s 

Journey to the East, in which Leo, the menial servant of a group of travelers, 

turns out in the end to have been their leader.   

 

The “moral principle” which Mr. Greenleaf draws from this is that 

“the great leader is seen as the servant first.”  Or, expressed more fully:  

“The only authority deserving one’s allegiance is that which is freely and 

knowingly granted by the led to the leader in response to, and in proportion 

to, the clearly evident servant stature of the leader.  Those who choose to 

follow this principle…will freely respond only to individuals who are 

chosen as leaders because they are proven and trusted as servants.”   

 

I do not deny the truth of this--namely, that leaders have first to win 

their spurs by service.  But the danger of the principle as thus stated is that it 

regards service as being only a means to another end (namely qualifying one 

as a leader).  It is therefore commended only because of its practical 

usefulness.  This is not what Jesus taught.  To Jesus service was an end in 

itself.  T. W. Manson expressed the difference beautifully when he wrote:  

“In the Kingdom of God service is not a stepping-stone to nobility; it is 

nobility--the only kind of nobility that is recognized.” 

 

 Why then did Jesus equate greatness with service?  Must not our 

answer relate to the value He put on human beings?  Isn’t this the underlying 

principle of His own ministry of self-giving love?  Isn’t this an essential 

element of the Christian mindset?  If human beings are “Godlike” beings, 

they must be served--not exploited, respected--not manipulated.  As Oswald 

Saunders has expressed it, “True greatness, true leadership, is achieved not 



by reducing men to one’s service but in giving oneself in selfless service to 

them.”   

 

Herein also lies the peril of seeing leadership in terms of projects and 

programs.  Leadership will inevitably involve the development of these, but 

people must take precedence over projects.  People must be neither 

manipulated nor even managed.  Though being managed is less demeaning 

to human beings than being manipulated, yet both words are derived from 

manus, a hand, and both express a “handling” of people as if they were 

commodities rather than persons. 

 

 Christian leaders serve.  Indeed they serve not their own interests but 

rather the interests of others (Philippians 2:4).  This simple principle should 

deliver the leader from excessive individualism, extreme isolation and self-

centered empire-building.   

 

Those who serve others serve best in a team.  Leadership teams are 

more healthy than solo leadership for several reasons.  First, team members 

supplement one another, building on one another’s strengths and 

compensating for one another’s weaknesses.  No leader has all the gifts, so 

no leader should keep all the reins of leadership in his own hands.   

 

Secondly, team members encourage one another, identifying each 

other’s gifts and motivating each other to develop and use them.   As Max 

Warren used to say, “Christian leadership has nothing whatever to do with 

self-assertion, but everything to do with encouraging other people to assert 

themselves.”   

 

Thirdly, team members are accountable to one another.  Shared work 

means shared responsibility when we listen to one another and learn from 

one another.  Lording it over others has no place either in the human family 

or the divine family (the body of Christ).  “The way of the fool is right in his 

own eyes, but a wise man is he who listens to counsel” (Proverbs 12:15). 

 

 In this emphasis on Christian service, the disciple is only seeking to 

follow and reflect his teacher.  Though He was Lord of all, Jesus became the 

servant of all.  Putting on the apron of servitude, He got down on His knees 

to wash the apostles’ feet.  Now He tells us to do as He did, to clothe 

ourselves with humility and to serve one another in love.  No leadership is 



authentically Christlike which is not marked by the spirit of humble and 

joyful service. 

 

 

Discipline 

 

 Every vision has a tendency to fade.  Every visionary is prone to 

discouragement.  Hard work begun with zest can easily degenerate into 

drudgery.  Suffering and loneliness take their toll.  The leader feels 

unappreciated and gets tired.  The Christian ideal of humble service sounds 

fine in theory but seems impractical.   

 

So the leader may catch himself thinking these thoughts:  “It is 

quicker to ride roughshod over other people; you get things done that way.  

And if the end is good, does it really matter what means we use to get it?  

Even a little prudent compromise can sometimes be justified, can’t it?’ 

 

 It is evident, then, that leaders are made of flesh and blood, not plaster 

or marble or stained glass.  Indeed, as Peter Drucker has written, “Strong 

people always have strong weaknesses, too.”  Even the great leaders of the 

Biblical story had fatal flaws.  They, too, were fallen and fallible and frail.   

 

Righteous Noah got drunk.  Faithful Abraham was despicable enough 

to risk his wife’s chastity for the sake of his own safety.  Moses lost his 

temper.  David broke all five commandments of the second table of the law, 

committing adultery, murder, theft, false witness and covetousness, in that 

single episode of moral failure with Bathsheba.  Jeremiah’s lonely courage 

was marred by self-pity.  John the Baptist, whom Jesus described as the 

greatest man who had ever lived, was overcome by doubt.  And Peter’s 

boastfulness was no doubt an attempt to cover his deep personal insecurity.  

If those heroes of Scripture failed, what hope is there for us? 

 

 The final mark of a Christian leader is discipline, not only self-

discipline in general (in the mastery of his passions, but his time and his 

energies), but in particular the discipline with which he waits on God.  He 

knows his weakness.  He knows the greatness of his task and the strength of 

the opposition, but he also knows the inexhaustible riches of God’s grace. 

 

 Many biblical examples could be given.  Moses sought God, and the 

Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend.  



David looked to God as his shepherd, his light and salvation, his rock and 

the stronghold of his life.  In times of deep distress he found strength in the 

Lord his God.  The apostle Paul, burdened with a physical or psychological 

infirmity he called his “thorn in the flesh,” heard Jesus say to him “My grace 

is sufficient for you.”  He learned that only when he was weak was he truly  

strong. 

 

 Our supreme example is our Lord Jesus himself.  It is often said that 

He was always available to people, but that is not true.  He was not.  There 

were times when He sent the crowds away.  He refused to allow the urgent 

to displace the important.  He withdrew regularly from the pressures and the 

glare of his public ministry in order to seek his Father in solitude and 

replenish his reserves of strength.  Then, when it came to the end, He and 

His apostles faced the final test together.  How is it, I have often asked 

myself, that they forsook Him and fled, while He went to the cross with such 

serenity?  Is not the answer that He prayed while they slept? 

 

 It is only God who “gives strength to the weary, and to him who lacks 

might He increases power.  Though youths grow weary and tired, and 

vigorous young men stumble badly, yet those who wait for the Lord will 

gain new strength; they will mount up with wings like eagles, they will run 

and not get tired, they will walk and not become weary” (Isaiah 40:29-31). 

 

It is only those who discipline themselves to seek God’s face, who 

keep their vision bright.  It is only those who live before Christ’s cross 

whose inner fires are constantly rekindled and never go out.  Those leaders 

who think they are strong in their own strength are the most pathetically 

weak of all people.  Only those who know and acknowledge their weakness 

can become strong with the strength of Christ.  

 

 I have tried to analyze the concept of Christian leadership.  It appears 

to break down into five main ingredients—clear vision, hard work, dogged 

perseverance, humble service and iron discipline. 

 

 In conclusion, it seems to me that we need to repent of two 

particularly horrid sins.  The first is pessimism, which is dishonoring to God 

and incompatible with Christian faith.  To be sure, we do not forget the 

failures, indeed the depravity, of human beings.  We are well aware of the 

evil all around us.  We are not so foolish as to imagine that society will ever 

become perfect before Christ comes and establishes the fullness of his rule.  



Nevertheless, we also believe in the power of God and His gospel to change 

individuals.  We also believe in the power of God’s people (working like salt 

and light) to change society.  We need, therefore, to renounce both naïve 

optimism and cynical pessimism, and replace them with the sober but 

confident realism of the Bible. 

 

 The second sin of which we need to repent is mediocrity, and the 

acceptance of it.  I find myself wanting to say, especially to young people:  

‘Don’t be content with the mediocre!  Don’t settle for anything less than 

your full God-given potential!  Be ambitious and adventurous for God!  God 

has made you a unique person by your inherited talents, upbringing and 

education.  He has himself created you and gifted you, and he does not want 

His work to be wasted.  He means for you to be fulfilled, not frustrated.  His 

purpose is that everything you have and are should be stretched in His 

service and in the service of others.’ 

 

 This means that God has a leadership role of some degree and kind for 

each of us.  Let us seek His will with all our hearts.  Let us cry to Him to 

give us a vision of what He is calling us to do with our lives.  Let us pray for 

grace to be faithful (not necessarily successful) in obedience to the heavenly 

vision. 

 

 Then at the end of our life, we shall be able to say with Paul, “I have 

fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith,” and 

we shall hear Christ say to us those most coveted of all words, “Well done, 

good and faithful servant!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 


