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I. Three Leaders’ Example of Biblical Leadership 
What does the Bible say about leadership? I believe that the Bible can be used as a textbook for leadership because it is the history of 

God raising up leaders.1 This is the biblical history of three leaders and their unique characteristics that reflect a biblical philosophy of 

leadership. 

 

A. Joshua’s Example of Growth in God’s Word 
The example of Joshua displays the growth of a leader in God’s Word. That growth started in the book of Deuteronomy. 

Addressing the nation of Israel Moses declared, 

 

Listen, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. And you must love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your 

soul, and all your strength. And you must commit yourselves wholeheartedly to these commands that I am giving you today. 

Repeat them again and again to your children. Talk about them when you are at home and when you are on the road, when 

you are going to bed and when you are getting up. Tie them to your hands and wear them on your forehead as reminders. 

Write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates (Deuteronomy 6:4–9, New Living Translation).  

 

1. The Importance of the “Shema” 
The book of Deuteronomy is characterized by this statement by Moses known as the “Shema” which is named after the 

Hebrew word ַמע  for “hear” in verse 4. In addition to the Shema there are eight other passages in Deuteronomy affirming a similar שָׁ

message of whole hearted devotion to grow in God’s Word.2 The Shema is seen as the fundamental dogma of the Old Testament and 

was identified by Christ in Mark 12:29-30 as the most important of all of the commandments.3 The importance of the Shema for the 

Israelites was that they were to love their God with their whole being (intellect, emotions, will, etc.).  

                                                

1 Andrew Seidel, Charting a Bold Course: Training Leaders for the 21st Century (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2003), 25. 

2 See Deuteronomy 4:29; 10:12; 11:13; 13:3; 26:16; 30:2, 6, 10. Herbert Wolf, An Introduction to the Old Testament: Pentateuch (Chicago, IL: 

Moody Publishers, 1991), 256. 

3 Wolf, Introduction to the Old Testament: Pentateuch, 256. 



2 

 

Joshua, as Moses’ assistant (Joshua 1:1) and servant of the Lord (24:29) was given the task of leading the Israelites into the 

Promised Land and was entrusted to lead Israel in obedience and growth in God’s Word.4  

 

Joshua, as Israel’s new leader, highlighted God’s call for Israel to be God’s holy Word.5 He emphasized and encouraged 

the people of Israel to keep growing in the Word of God. Among his first words to Israel as its new leader Joshua said, “Be careful to 

obey all the instructions Moses gave you. Do not deviate from them, turning either to the right or to the left” (Joshua 1:7).  He 

continued, “Study this book of instruction continually. Meditate on it day and night so you will be sure to obey everything written in 

it” (Joshua 1:8). These introductory remarks from Joshua are the first of what he would restate three more times throughout his time as 

Israel’s leader (12:32; 22:5; 23:6). In this way, Joshua was commanding the people of Israel to grow in the Word of God and to 

become more and more holy to God.  

 

2.  Passion for God’s Word as a Requirement for Leadership 
With Joshua’s example of a Godly leader growing in God’s word and encouraging others to grow it is clear that a 

requirement for a leader is a passion for God and his Word.  

 

In his book, Spiritual Leadership, J. Oswald Sanders states, “Spiritual leaders of every generation will have a consuming 

passion to know the Word of God through diligent study and the illumination of the Holy Spirit” (p. 102). Sanders continues, “The 

leader who intends to grow spiritually and intellectually will be reading constantly” (p. 102). Just as Joshua encouraged the people he 

led to “be very careful to follow everything Moses wrote in the Book of Instruction” (Joshua 23:6) so also must God’s leaders of 

today.  

 

Living out Joshua’s statement means that reading is required of the leaders God choses. Reading the Scriptures in order to 

grow is what Paul encouraged Timothy to do when he wrote, “Until I get there, focus on reading the Scriptures to the church, 

encouraging the believers, and teaching them” (1 Timothy 4:13). This reading of the Scriptures refers to the public reading of the Old 

Testament. The same Book of Instruction introduced by Moses and implemented by Joshua was still being read and followed more 

than 1,400 years later.  

                                                

4 David Howard, An Introduction to the Old Testament Historical Books, (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 1993), 67. 

5 Joseph Coleson, “Joshua,” in Cornerstone Biblical Commentary, vol. 3, ed. Philip Comfort (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale, 2012), 18. 
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3. Methods for Growth in God’s Word Can (and Should) Differ 
The concept of daily devotion to the Word of God as a way to mold and grow a leader is essential. With technology the 

method of growth can look very different for each leader based on his preference, but the thing that must not be different in a leader’s 

devotion to God’s Word. 

 

B. Nehemiah’s Example of Persistence in the Direction of God’s Goals 
Nehemiah, a leader living in the fourth and fifth centuries B.C., received a vision from God but also encountered 

opposition when attempting to implement that vision. In his time the walls and gates of Jerusalem needed to be rebuilt because the 

people of the city needed security against their enemies6 as well as a method to keep the Jews as a separate and holy people from 

foreigners. Both of these were critical problems to the Jewish population,7 and Nehemiah needed to be persistent to overcome them. 

 

1. Nehemiah’s Preparation as a Sign of His Persistence 
The first sign of Nehemiah’s persistence was that he was prepared. When the king asked Nehemiah why he looked sad and 

what was wrong with him, Nehemiah was prepared for the opportunity to do something. He replied, “How can I not be sad? For the 

city where my ancestors are buried is in ruins, and the gates have been destroyed by fire” (Neh 2:3).  

 

When the king offered to help, Nehemiah was prepared with his proposition about what he could do to help his ancestors 

saying, “If it please the king, and if you are pleased with me, your servant, send me to Judah to rebuild the city where my ancestors are 

buried” (Neh 2:5). Based on Nehemiah’s responses to the king it is clear that Nehemiah had prepared himself well. He asked for a 

specific amount of time to complete the project (Neh 2:7), authorization for passage to Judah (Neh 2:7), and for the materials he 

needed (Neh 2:8).8  

 

2. Nehemiah’s Prayer as a Sign of His Persistence 
After Nehemiah had completed half of the walls’ height all the way around the city of Jerusalem, Nehemiah 4:7-8 tells of 

how Sanballat, Tobiah, the Arabs, Ammonites, and Ashdoites all made plans to fight Nehemiah and his people. Nehemiah showed 

                                                

6 Howard, Intro to Historical Books, 332. 

7 Gary Smith, “Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther,” in Cornerstone Biblical Commentary, ed. Philip Comfort, vol. 5b, (Carole Stream, IL: Tyndale House 

Publishers, 2010), 9. 

8 Howard,  Intro to Historical Books, 340. 



4 

 

persistence toward the vision God gave him by praying: “But we prayed to our God and he guarded the city day and night to protect 

ourselves” (4:9). As if this was not enough trouble for Nehemiah, opposition to God’s work arose from  

 within the people Nehemiah was working with (Neh 4:10),  

 his enemies continued to plot against him (Neh 4:11), and  

 as a result the Jews working on the wall became greatly afraid (Neh 4:12).  

 

However, Nehemiah responded in a way that showed how persistent he was in attempting to complete the work God led 

him to do. He acted by placing guards to protect the people (Neh 4:13), and he spoke with conviction about continuing the work (Neh 

4:14). In light of these events in Nehemiah’s story it is clear that he squarely faced opposition regardless of it was from the people 

working with him or from an outside enemy.9 

 

3. Nehemiah’s Stance Against Lenders as a Sign of His Persistence 
Yet again, opposition occurred from the local people who were loaning money to the Jews working with Nehemiah (Neh 

5:1-5). What was being done to people rebuilding the walls was a violation of the Law of Moses in Deuteronomy 15:1-18; 24:10-13 

(the same law Joshua worked so hard to implement and regularly encouraged the Israelites to obey). Nehemiah stood strong against 

the people taking advantage of his workers. He stated that what they were doing was not right and that they should stop (Neh 5:7-11).  

 

In this circumstance Nehemiah displayed courage which is a requirement for a leader who has persistence. In his book, 

Spiritual Leadership, J. Oswald Sanders defines courage as “that quality of mind that enables people to encounter danger or difficulty 

firmly, without fear of discouragement” (p. 60). Tremendous courage was required by Nehemiah to stand in opposition to his enemies 

in order to persist toward God’s goal. When persisting towards a goal a courageous leader must face unpleasant and difficult situations 

with composure. Then, he must act decisively even if the action is unpopular. A leader must rest assured that his work is to and for 

God, for he is working toward the goal God has given him. 

 

4. Nehemiah’s Opposition from Enemies as a Sign of His Persistence 
The strongest opposition against Nehemiah and his work involved threats to his life. Nehemiah’s enemies, Sanballat and 

Geshem, found out Nehemiah’s work was almost complete, so they sent threatening letters to him. Nehemiah resolutely replied, “I am 

engaged in a great work, so I can’t come. Why should I stop working to come and meet with you?” (Neh 6:3) as well as “There is no 

truth in any part of your story. You are making up the whole thing” (Neh 6:8). Nehemiah finally concluded that, “I continued to work 

with even greater determination” (Neh 6:9). Nothing could stop him from doing the work God had directed him to do. 

                                                

9 Bill Arnold and H. G. M. Williamson, Dictionary of the Old Testament: Historical Books (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005), 722. 
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5. Nehemiah’s Sight Through Others’ Lies as a Sign of His Persistence 
Only a short time later Nehemiah encountered opposition that would test his persistence in reaching the goal God had 

given him. Someone falsely claimed to have received a word from God and told Nehemiah he should hide in the temple. Nehemiah’s 

response shows his persistence toward the goal when he said, “Should someone in my position run from dangers? Should someone in 

my position enter the temple to save his life? No, I won’t do it! (Neh 6:11). Nehemiah knew that hiding in the temple would greatly 

discredit him (Neh 6:13), so he stayed outside knowing the he must ensure that the work continued. 

 

6. Nehemiah’s Work Towards a Long-Term Goal as a Sign of His Persistence 
With the walls and gates of the city of Jerusalem finished, Nehemiah again encountered opposition to his overall mission of 

keeping the people of Jerusalem as a holy and separate people. Because Nehemiah was focused on restoring religious practices and a 

holy community of people, he continued to persist towards God’s goal, even after the walls and gates were rebuilt.  

 

However, Nehemiah learned about four evils (Neh 13:4-5, 10-11, 15, 23-24) that were preventing the Jews from remaining 

a separate and holy people. These evils led Nehemiah to purify and reform what the people were doing. More than 12 years had 

passed since Nehemiah’s work to rebuild the walls and gates (Neh 2:1 and 13:6), yet he was still persisting toward God’s goal of 

having the people be a holy community distinct from foreigners and devoted to God (Neh 13:30-31). This segment of Nehemiah’s 

leadership shows the patience he had. How does a leader display patience with the people he leads? He does this by not getting too far 

ahead of the people he leads because it discourages them. He must stay close enough to them that they can see him and hear his call 

forward. Leadership requires patient persistence because it is the process of guiding people through challenges, transition, recovery, 

and new beginnings.10 

 

7. The Requirement for Leaders to Be Persistent 
Nehemiah has shown the requirement that a biblical leader be persistent. Similarly, former professor at Dallas Theological 

Seminary, Howard Hendricks described leaders as being focused like a laser beam, obsessed in their work, and having meaning with 

mission.11 This was Nehemiah. He was focused like a laser beam, obsessed with getting the walls and gates rebuilt, and had meaning 

in his mission which God had led him to do. 

                                                

10 James Kouzes and Barry Posner, The Truth About Leadership: The No-Fads, Heart-of-the-Matter Facts You Need to Know (San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass, 2010), 93. 

11 Howard Hendricks, “Ten Common Factors in Leadership,” unpublished class notes for SL305 (Dallas Theological Seminary, Spring Semester, 
2014). 



6 

 

 

C. Jesus’ Example of Servant Leadership  
Among the many examples of servant leadership in the Bible Jesus provided the most vivid picture of what servant 

leadership should look like. Within the framework of Luke’s gospel the message of servant leadership is provided. When some o f the 

disciples had been arguing about which of them was the greatest (Luke 22:24) Jesus decided that it was time to teach one more lesson 

to he beloved disciples. He told them,  

 

In this world the kings and great men lord it over their people, yet they are called ‘friends of the people.’ But among you it 

will be different. Those who are the greatest among you should take the lowest rank, and the leader should be like a servant. 

Who is more important, the one who sits at the table or the one who serves? The one who sits at the table, of course. But not 

here! For I am among you as one who serves (Luke 22:25–27). 

 

In this passage Jesus provided a description of what worldly leadership, is and what godly leadership is. In order to 

appropriately understand godly leadership, worldly leadership must be defined because they are sharply contrasted. 

 

1. Worldly Leadership 
The New Living Translation uses the words “kings” and “great men” in verse 25 to describe the worldly leadership of 

Jesus’ culture. In this way Jesus reminded his disciples of two objectionable characteristics of the secular rules of his time: 1) lording 

power over others and 2) receiving the title of “benefactor.”12  

 

Jesus had to combat the aggressive and competitive nature of the disciples which showed them to be very selfish. When 

describing modern day leadership in his book, LeadershipNext, Eddie Gibbs writes, “Some individuals aspire to leadership out of a 

sense of adventure, while others do so for the satisfaction of being recognized and followed. For still others, being a leader strokes 

their ego. They imagine the power and privilege that a position of leadership brings.” (p. 179). Like Jesus, Gibbs describes the same 

type of worldly leadership style that seeks self-preservation and self-escalation of power. When looking at Jesus’ description of 

servant leadership a very different picture emerges because he saw leadership as service and sacrifice (p. 179). 

                                                

12 Longman, Tremper, III, and David E. Garland, eds. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke–Acts (Revised Edition). Vol. 10. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2007, 316. 
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2. Godly Leadership 
Jesus stated that, “Those who are the greatest among you should take the lowest rank, and the leader should be like a 

servant” (Luke 22:26). This verse shows that greatness in God’s kingdom is contrary to the world’s values because it involves serving 

rather than being served.13 Self-serving action has no place in Jesus’ kingdom14 because according to Jesus, the one who is truly the 

greatest is the one who serves.15 Why? Jesus came to serve others by pouring out his blood as a sacrifice for those he loved. When 

pointing to this passage as the ideal passage for servant leadership, Andrew Seidel states that servant leadership is not motivated by 

personal power or gain but by the fulfillment of God’s purpose for both the organization and people in that organization.16  

 

3. Qualities of Servant Leaders 
With his statement, “For I am among you as the one who serves” (Luke 22:27), Jesus wanted to place a spirit of 

servanthood on his disciples.17 In that spirit of servanthood J. Oswald Sanders lists several qualities of our Lord that should also be 

embodied in servant leaders today:  

1) Dependence: Just as Jesus surrendered everything for his people a current leader also should “empty” himself;  

2) Modesty: A servant of God conducts a ministry that might appear self-effacing; 

3) Empathy: Jesus was sympathetic with the weak and merciful to those who err;  

4) Optimism: An essential quality for a leader in order to battle darkness; and 

5) Anointing: As the Holy Spirit came and rested on Jesus he will also rest on his leader (Spiritual Leadership, pp. 24-25) 

 

4. Servant Leadership in the 21st Century 
What does servant leadership look like in the 21st century? First, a servant leader is to be self-sacrificing rather than self-

seeking, active and not passive. Second, he leads with the influence of example and relationship, not from position and pressure. 

Third, he exercises authority when necessary for progress toward the mission and not for personal gain. Fourth, he leads by personally 

                                                

13 Stein, Luke, 550. 

14 Trites, “The Gospel of Luke,” 290. 

15 Longman and Garland, Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Luke-Acts, 316. 

16 Andrew Seidel, “Identity and Leadership,” unpublished class notes for SL305 (Dallas Theological Seminary, Spring Semester, 2014). 

17 Sanders, Spiritual Leadership, 24. 
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being involved in caring for people and their needs, not demanding that his own needs are met. Finally, a servant leader gives 

direction, equips others for work, and uses his character and gifts for God’s Kingdom.18  

 

E. How You Can Be a Biblical Leader 
A biblical philosophy of leadership consists of (but is not limited to) growth in God’s Word, persistence in the direction of 

God’s goals, and servant leadership. Thankfully, through the examples of Joshua, Nehemiah, and Jesus, there are patterns and paths 

that you can follow to become a godly leader. Read God’s Word every day, persist towards God’s goals in your life, and serve others 

for their benefit as a leader. With these three practices I hope that like Joshua, Nehemiah, and Jesus, you too can become a godly 

leader.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

18 Seidel, Charting a Bold Course, 34. 
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II. Leadership Principles from the Lives of  
Three Outstanding Biblical Leaders 

Moses, David, and Nehemiah were three of the most outstanding leaders in the Old Testament. Here are twelve leadership 

observations and principles based on their lives.   

 

A. MOSES 
 

1. Exodus 2:11-13 
 

Many years later, when Moses had grown up, he went out to visit his own people, the Hebrews, and he saw how hard they were forced 

to work. During his visit, he saw an Egyptian beating one of his fellow Hebrews. After looking in all directions to make sure no one 

was watching, Moses killed the Egyptian and hid the body in the sand. The next day, when Moses went out to visit his people again, he 

saw two Hebrew men fighting. “Why are you beating up your friend?” Moses said to the one who had started the fight. 

 

Observation: 

Moses saw what was happening to his fellow Hebrews, and he knew that it was not right. Thinking no one was watching, he took 

matters into his own hands by killing the Egyptian. 

 

Principle: 

When a leader does something morally wrong, that action can prevent him from having effective leadership. When a leader’s actions 

do not match what he says, people will not follow his direction or vision.  

 

2. Exodus 3:1-2 
 

One day Moses was tending the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian. He led the flock far into the wilderness and 

came to Sinai, the mountain of God. There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a blazing fire from the middle of a bush. Moses 

stared in amazement. Though the bush was engulfed in flames, it didn’t burn up. 

 

Observation: 

God approached Moses in a foreign land while he was doing the normal work of tending the flock of his father-in-law’s sheep. In that 

ordinary situation, God approached Moses 
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Principle: 

God can approach His future leader wherever he is no matter what is doing. 

 
3. Exodus 3:11 

 

But Moses protested to God, ‘Who am I to appear before Pharaoh? Who am I to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt?’ 

 

Observation: 

Moses saw himself as someone not worthy of the task of leading the people out of Egypt. He did not see himself as worthy to appear 

before Pharaoh or to lead the people of Israel out of Egypt. 

 

Principle: 

In his sovereignty, God choses who He choses for leadership. Even if that leader does not seem capable of the task, God can still 

chose that leader. 

 

4. Exodus 6:12 
 

“But LORD!” Moses objected. “My own people won’t listen to me anymore. How can I expect Pharaoh to listen? I’m such a clumsy 

speaker!” 

 

Observation: 

Moses was honest to confess what he perceived to be a weakness but also believed his weakness was stronger than God’s ability to 

overcome it.  

 

Principle: 

It is okay for a leader to share his unbelief in his own abilities. It is a sign that he is reliant and dependent on God, not himself. 

However, a leader must believe in God more than his own lack of ability. 
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5. Exodus 14:13-15 
 

But Moses told the people, “Don’t be afraid. Just stand still and watch the LORD rescue you today. The Egyptians you see today will 

never be seen again. The LORD himself will fight for you. Just stay calm.” Then the LORD said to Moses, “Why are you crying out to 

me? Tell the people to get moving! 

 

Observation: 

Moses showed faith that God would save him and the Israelites. However, God told Moses to get the people moving. Faith in God was 

not enough; the people had to act on that faith. 

 

Principle: 

A strong faith in God and His power to save His people is a good quality to have in a leader. However, the leader also needs to play an 

active role in God’s plan. 

 
6. Exodus 14:31 

 

When the people of Israel saw the mighty power that the LORD had unleashed against the Egyptians, they were filled with awe before 

him. They put their faith in the LORD and in his servant Moses. 

 

Observation: 

The people put their faith in God and God’s appointed leader, Moses, after a miraculous thing happened. 

 

Principle: 

When good things happen people put their faith in the person who led them through what happened. Effective results of leadership 

allow followers to have confidence in their leader.  

 

7. Exodus 15:22-25 
 

Then Moses led the people of Israel away from the Red Sea, and they moved out into the desert of Shur. They traveled in this desert for 

three days without finding any water. When they came to the oasis of Marah, the water was too bitter to drink. So they called the place 

Marah (which means “bitter”). Then the people complained and turned against Moses. “What are we going to drink?” they 

demanded. So Moses cried out to the LORD for help, and the LORD showed him a piece of wood. Moses threw it into the water, and 
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this made the water good to drink. It was there at Marah that the LORD set before them the following decree as a standard to test 

their faithfulness to him. 

 

Observation: 

The people complained to Moses because the water did not taste good. As their leader, he is the one they looked to and complained to.  

 

Principle: 

Even if the leader might not be responsible, he has to listen to complaints, even if those complaints are beyond his control. 

 

8. Exodus 18:7-10 
 

So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law. He bowed low and kissed him. They asked about each other’s welfare and then went into 

Moses’ tent. Moses told his father-in-law everything the LORD had done to Pharaoh and Egypt on behalf of Israel. He also told about 

all the hardships they had experienced along the way and how the LORD had rescued his people from all their troubles. Jethro was 

delighted when he heard about all the good things the LORD had done for Israel as he rescued them from the hand of the Egyptians. 

“Praise the LORD,” Jethro said, “for he has rescued you from the Egyptians and from Pharaoh.  

Yes, he has rescued Israel from the powerful hand of Egypt!” 

 

Observation: 

Moses appears to have a close and good relationship with his father-in-law, Jethro.  

 

Principle: 

A leader needs to have at least one close relationship. That person can serve as a “confidant” to the leader whom offers advice to the 

leader or encourages him when needed.   

 

9. Exodus 18:17-24 
 

“This is not good!” Moses’ father-in-law exclaimed. “You’re going to wear yourself out—and the people, too. This job is too heavy a 

burden for you to handle all by yourself. Now listen to me, and let me give you a word of advice, and may God be with you. You 

should continue to be the people’s representative before God, bringing their disputes to him. Teach them God’s decrees, and give 

them his instructions. Show them how to conduct their lives. But select from all the people some capable, honest men who fear God 

and hate bribes. Appoint them as leaders over groups of one thousand, one hundred, fifty, and ten. They should always be available to 

solve the people’s common disputes, but have them bring the major cases to you. Let the leaders decide the smaller matters 
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themselves. They will help you carry the load, making the task easier for you. If you follow this advice, and if God commands you to 

do so, then you will be able to endure the pressures, and all these people will go home in peace.”  

Moses listened to his father-in-law’s advice and followed his suggestions.  

 

Observation: 

Moses listened when Jethro gave advice. He did not interrupt him, but listened quietly and patiently. 

 

Principle: 

A leader must be a good listener. This means he stays quiet, listens to what is said, and therefore gets to hear what is being said 

correctly. 

 

10. Exodus 18:24 
 

Moses listened to his father-in-law’s advice and followed his suggestions. 

 

Observation: 

After listening to Jethro’s advice Moses immediately puts that advice into action.  

 

Principle: 

A leader must be teachable. This means that he is willing to learn new ways of doing things and that he follows through on what he 

learns. 

 

11. Deuteronomy 4:1-3, 5-6 
 

“And now, Israel, listen carefully to these decrees and regulations that I am about to teach you. Obey them so that you may 

live, so you may enter and occupy the land that the LORD, the God of your ancestors, is giving you. Do not add to or subtract from 

these commands I am giving you. Just obey the commands of the LORD your God that I am giving you. “You saw for yourself what the 

LORD did to you at Baal-peor. There the LORD your God destroyed everyone who had worshiped Baal, the god of Peor.” 

(Deuteronomy 4:1–3, NLT) 
 

“Look, I now teach you these decrees and regulations just as the LORD my God commanded me, so that you may obey them 

in the land you are about to enter and occupy. Obey them completely, and you will display your wisdom and intelligence among the 

surrounding nations. When they hear all these decrees, they will exclaim,  
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‘How wise and prudent are the people of this great nation!’” 

 (Deuteronomy 4:5–6, NLT) 

 

Observation: 

Moses strongly encouraged the people to obey and be obedient to God’s laws and God’s desire for how they should live.  

 

Principle: 

A leader must urge people to live obediently and faithfully to God. Emphasis must be placed on living correctly in God’s eyes.  

 

12. Deuteronomy 31:9 
 

So Moses wrote this entire body of instruction in a book and gave it to the priests,  

who carried the Ark of the LORD’s Covenant, and to the elders of Israel.  

 

Observation: 

Moses wanted the Israelites to be obedient to the law so he wrote the instructions in a book and gave it to the Israelites.  

 

Principle: 

A leader must take steps to ensure that his people are faithful and obedient to God’s teaching. This means the leader should put the 

teaching in to various forms so the people can retrieve it when needed (video, audio, written, etc.) 

 

Summarization of Leadership Principles from the Life of Moses 
One summary that can be made about these leadership principles from the life of Moses is that God is always in charge. 

Throughout the life of Moses God was always in charge and always provided direction for what Moses did and how Moses led. 

Whether it was from when Moses was first called by God in Exodus 3:1-3 (leadership principle #2) or Moses taking steps to ensure 

the people were obedient to God’s teaching in Deut. 31:9 (leadership principle #12), Moses always had God as in charge. Another 

summary of these leadership principles is that Moses allowed God to mold and shape him. Throughout Moses’s life God was 

modeling and shaping him as the leader of God’s people. The example of Jethro offering advice to Moses about how to delegate work 

(leadership principle #9) is an example of how Moses was teachable and allowed God to shape him into the leader needed to lead and 

shepherd the Israelites.  
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B. DAVID 
 

1. 1 Samuel 17:34-36 
 

But David persisted. “I have been taking care of my father’s sheep and goats,” he said. “When a lion or a bear comes to steal a lamb 

from the flock, I go after it with a club and rescue the lamb from its mouth. If the animal turns on me, I catch it by the jaw and club it 

to death. I have done this to both lions and bears, and I’ll do it to this pagan  

Philistine, too, for he has defied the armies of the living God!”  

 

Observation: 

David had confidence in his ability because of past experience fighting lions and bears while guarding his father’s sheep. 

 

Principle:  

David’s past experience gave him confidence to fight the Philistine. Just as David was the “underdog” when fighting lions and bears 

he was also at a disadvantage when fighting Goliath. However, the confidence he had from past battles gave him the ability to stand 

against Goliath. 

 

2. 1 Samuel 17:37 
 

David said, “The LORD who rescued me from the claws of the lion and the bear will rescue me from this Philistine!” Saul finally 

consented. “All right, go ahead,” he said. “And may the LORD be with you!”  

 

Observation: 

David believed that it was the LORD who had rescued him from the claws of the lions and bears and therefore believed God would 

again rescue him at the hands of the Philistine. 

 

Principle:  

A leader can place his faith in God’s future provision based on past circumstances where God provided guidance and help.  
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3. 1 Samuel 17:45 
 

David replied to the Philistine, “You come to me with sword, spear, and javelin, but I come to you in the name of the LORD 

of Heaven’s Armies—the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied.”  

 

Observation: 

David acknowledged the earthly weapons that Goliath had while sharing that he had the weapons of “The LORD of the heaven’s 

armies.” 

 

Principle:  

No matter what earthly opposition a leader may face, he can rest assured that God in heaven has better and more powerful tools which 

He will use to ensure His plans will be accomplished.  

 

4. 1 Samuel 17:45 
 

David replied to the Philistine, “You come to me with sword, spear, and javelin, but I come to you in the name of the LORD 

of Heaven’s Armies—the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied.”  

 

Observation: 

David decided to fight Goliath because Goliath was defiling God.  

 

Principle:  

A leader must stand for the reputation of his God. When someone speaks wrongly against God a leader must step up to defend God.  

 

5. 1 Samuel 17:46 
 

“Today the LORD will conquer you, and I will kill you and cut off your head. And then I will give the dead bodies of your men to the 

birds and wild animals, and the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel!”  

 

Observation: 

David claimed that when Goliath is defeated, the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel. David wanted the pagans to 

know that God exists. 
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Principle:  

A leader should point to God as the source of miraculous things that are done. The LORD should be praised as being true and alive, 

evidenced by what He has done in the life of a leader.  

 

6. 1 Samuel 17:47 
 

“And everyone assembled here will know that the LORD rescues his people, but not with sword and spear. 

 This is the LORD’s battle, and he will give you to us!”  

 

Observation: 

The battle was the Lord’s battle and David was merely participating in it. God was the one in charge, David simply allowed God to 

use him.  

 

Principle:  

The work of a leader is the Lord’s work. The leader is merely the participant who administers God’s plan.  

 

7. 2 Samuel 5:20 
 

So David went to Baal-perazim and defeated the Philistines there. “The LORD did it!” David exclaimed. “He burst through my 

enemies like a raging flood!” So he named that place Baal-perazim (which means “the Lord who bursts through”). 

 

Observation: 

All of the tribes of Israel approached David and said that he was the person who “really led the forces of Israel” during the period of 

Saul’s kingship. This showed that the people saw him as a leader before he was officially king.  

 

Principle:  

Even if a leader is not the main leader in charge he can still be seen as the true leader with influence.  

 

8. 2 Samuel 6:22 
 

David said, “Yes, and I am willing to look even more foolish than this, even to be humiliated in my own eyes! But those servant girls 

you mentioned will indeed think I am distinguished!”  
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Observation: 

Even though Michal thought David embarrassed himself with his dancing and with the “regular person” clothing, he did not care 

because he was rejoicing to the Lord. 

 

Principle:  

Regardless of what others might think of him, a leader should gladly celebrate when God is honored and God is brought glory. 

 

9. 2 Samuel 9:1-11 
 

One day David asked, “Is anyone in Saul’s family still alive—anyone to whom I can show kindness for Jonathan’s sake?” He 

summoned a man named Ziba, who had been one of Saul’s servants. “Are you Ziba?” the king asked. “Yes sir, I am,” Ziba replied. 

The king then asked him, “Is anyone still alive from Saul’s family? If so, I want to show God’s kindness to them.” Ziba replied, “Yes, 

one of Jonathan’s sons is still alive. He is crippled in both feet.” “Where is he?” the king asked. “In Lo-debar,” Ziba told him, “at the 

home of Makir son of Ammiel.” So David sent for him and brought him from Makir’s home. His name was Mephibosheth; he was 

Jonathan’s son and Saul’s grandson. When he came to David, he bowed low to the ground in deep respect. David said, “Greetings, 

Mephibosheth.” Mephibosheth replied, “I am your servant.” “Don’t be afraid!” David said. “I intend to show kindness to you 

because of my promise to your father, Jonathan. I will give you all the property that once belonged to your grandfather Saul, and you 

will eat here with me at the king’s table!” Mephibosheth bowed respectfully and exclaimed, “Who is your servant, that you should 

show such kindness to a dead dog like me?” Then the king summoned Saul’s servant Ziba and said, “I have given your master’s 

grandson everything that belonged to Saul and his family. You and your sons and servants are to farm the land for him to produce 

food for your master’s household. But Mephibosheth, your master’s grandson, will eat here at my table.” (Ziba had fifteen sons and 

twenty servants.) Ziba replied, “Yes, my lord the king; I am your servant, and I will do all that you have commanded.” And from that 

time on, Mephibosheth ate regularly at David’s table, like one of the king’s own sons.  

 

Observation: 

David showed loyalty and kindness to Jonathan’s son, Mephibosheth, fulfilling his promise to Jonathan many years before (1 Samuel 

20:42). 

 

Principle:  

A leader must stay obedient to his word. Even if that person is no longer present to hold the leader accountable the leader still must 

maintain his word.  
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10. 2 Samuel 18:1-2 
 

David now mustered the men who were with him and appointed generals and captains to lead them. He sent the troops out in three 

groups, placing one group under Joab, one under Joab’s brother Abishai son of Zeruiah, and one under Ittai, the man from Gath. The 

king told his troops, “I am going out with you.”  

 

Observation: 

Even though David had fled from the city of Jerusalem he still led his men. 

 

Principle:  

When things go astray for a leader he needs to still have a desire to lead, and he needs people who are still willing to be led by him. 

 

11. 2 Samuel 18:32, 33 
 

“What about young Absalom?” the king demanded. “Is he all right?” And the Ethiopian replied, “May all of your 

enemies, my lord the king, both now and in the future, share the fate of that young man!” The king was overcome with emotion. He 

went up to the room over the gateway and burst into tears. And as he went, he cried, “O my son Absalom! My son, my son Absalom! If 

only I had died instead of you! O Absalom, my son, my son.”  

 

Observation: 

David was deeply saddened when he heard about the death of his son, Absalom. David was so sad that he wished he had died instead 

of his son. 

 

Principle:  

A leader, even a king, must have a strong love for his family even if members of that family cost him his leadership, influence, and 

power. Desires for a loving family at home should trump a leader’s desire for power and influence at work. 

 

12. 2 Samuel 20:2-6 
 

So all the men of Israel deserted David and followed Sheba son of Bicri. But the men of Judah stayed with their king and escorted him 

from the Jordan River to Jerusalem. When David came to his palace in Jerusalem, he took the ten concubines he had left to look after 

the palace and placed them in seclusion. Their needs were provided for, but he no longer slept with them. So each of them lived like a 

widow until she died. Then the king told Amasa, “Mobilize the army of Judah within three days, and report back at that time.” So 
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Amasa went out to notify Judah, but it took him longer than the time he had been given. Then David said to Abishai, “Sheba son of 

Bicri is going to hurt us more than Absalom did. Quick, take my troops and chase after him before he gets into a fortified town where 

we can’t reach him.”  

 

Observation: 

Even though David had just experienced a deeply emotional time with the death of Absalom he remained calm and was decisive in his 

leadership. 

 

Principle:  

A leader will experience rough times and emotional distress. When those times come he needs to remain calm and maintain 

decisiveness in his leadership. 

 

Leadership Principles Summary 
The one summary most prevalent in these dozen leadership principles based on the life of David was a focus on God. From 

the time David first confronted Goliath throughout most of his life he was always focused on God. The beginning of David being a 

public figure as a leader occurred not simply because a Philistine giant was going to defeat the Israelites; the beginning of David’s 

public life was because that Philistine giant was speaking out against his God. That was David’s concern and that led him to step out 

against the giant. Another way to summarize the principles from David’s life is to look at his steady and decisive leadership. David 

had direction in his leadership because he was focused on God and (almost) always sought to follow Him. He knew where to go and 

what to do because he was following God.  

 

C. NEHEMIAH 
 

1. Nehemiah 1:5-11 
 

About this time some of the men and their wives raised a cry of protest against their fellow Jews. They were saying, “We have such 

large families. We need more food to survive.” Others said, “We have mortgaged our fields, vineyards, and homes to get food during 

the famine.” And others said, “We have had to borrow money on our fields and vineyards to pay our taxes. We belong to the same 

family as those who are wealthy, and our children are just like theirs. Yet we must sell our children into slavery just to get enough 

money to live. We have already sold some of our daughters, and we are helpless to do anything about it, for our fields and vineyards 

are already mortgaged to others.” When I heard their complaints, I was very angry. After thinking it over, I spoke out against these 

nobles and officials. I told them, “You are hurting your own relatives by charging interest when they borrow money!” Then I called a 

public meeting to deal with the problem. At the meeting I said to them, “We are doing all we can to redeem our Jewish relatives who 



21 

 

have had to sell themselves to pagan foreigners, but you are selling them back into slavery again. How often must we redeem them?” 

And they had nothing to say in their defense. Then I pressed further, “What you are doing is not right! Should you not walk in the fear 

of our God in order to avoid being mocked by enemy nations? I myself, as well as my brothers and my workers, have been lending the 

people money and grain, but now let us stop this business of charging interest. You must restore their fields, vineyards, olive groves, 

and homes to them this very day. And repay the interest you charged when you lent them money, grain, new wine, and olive oil.”  

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah knew the Torah and he quoted a part of it back to God. He knew that God had said if the people were obedient God would 

bring his people back to the place he had chosen for his name to be honored. 

 

Principle:  

A leader must know God’s Word and the promises in it. Those promises are what guide a leader and help him follow God. Therefore, 

a leader must know God’s Word. 

 

2. Nehemiah 1:5-11 
 

About this time some of the men and their wives raised a cry of protest against their fellow Jews. They were saying, “We have such 

large families. We need more food to survive.” Others said, “We have mortgaged our fields, vineyards, and homes to get food during 

the famine.” And others said, “We have had to borrow money on our fields and vineyards to pay our taxes. We belong to the same 

family as those who are wealthy, and our children are just like theirs. Yet we must sell our children into slavery just to get enough 

money to live. We have already sold some of our daughters, and we are helpless to do anything about it, for our fields and vineyards 

are already mortgaged to others.” When I heard their complaints, I was very angry. After thinking it over, I spoke out against these 

nobles and officials. I told them, “You are hurting your own relatives by charging interest when they borrow money!” Then I called a 

public meeting to deal with the problem. At the meeting I said to them, “We are doing all we can to redeem our Jewish relatives who 

have had to sell themselves to pagan foreigners, but you are selling them back into slavery again. How often must we redeem them?” 

And they had nothing to say in their defense. Then I pressed further, “What you are doing is not right! Should you not walk in the fear 

of our God in order to avoid being mocked by enemy nations? I myself, as well as my brothers and my workers, have been lending the 

people money and grain, but now let us stop this business of charging interest. You must restore their fields, vineyards, olive groves, 

and homes to them this very day. And repay the interest you charged when you lent them money, grain, new wine, and olive oil.”  

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah’s heart for the city led him to pray to God in praise, confession of sin, and prayer for kindness from the king. 
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Principle:  

A leader is action oriented. He attempts new things, takes initiative, and works toward something. For example, Nehemiah not only 

had a heart for the city of Jerusalem, but he also acted. 

 

3. Nehemiah 1:4 
 

“When I heard this, I sat down and wept. In fact, for days I mourned, fasted, and prayed to the God of heaven.”  

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah had a heart and concern for his city. This is shown in the way he wept when he heard about the state of Jerusalem. 

 

Principle:  

A leader has to have a caring heart for God and obedience to him. The broken walls and the gates destroyed by fire reminded 

Nehemiah about Israel’s past disobedience which led to his mournful response.  

 
4. Nehemiah 2:4-8 

 

“The king asked, “Well, how can I help you?” With a prayer to the God of heaven, I replied, “If it please the king, and if you are 

pleased with me, your servant, send me to Judah to rebuild the city where my ancestors are buried.” The king, with the queen sitting 

beside him, asked, “How long will you be gone? When will you return?” After I told him how long I would be gone, the king agreed to 

my request. I also said to the king, “If it please the king, let me have letters addressed to the governors of the province west of the 

Euphrates River, instructing them to let me travel safely through their territories on my way to Judah. And please give me a letter 

addressed to Asaph, the manager of the king’s forest, instructing him to give me timber. I will need it to make beams for the gates of 

the Temple fortress, for the city walls, and for a house for myself.” And the king granted these requests, because the gracious hand of 

God was on me.” 

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah was prepared for the opportunity presented to him in 2:4-8. When the opportunity came to tell the king about why he was 

sad and what he hoped to do, Nehemiah was ready.  

 

Principle:  

A leader must be prepared and ready when his opportunity comes. When an opportunity arises a leader is only able to take advantage 

of it if he has adequately prepared for it.  
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5. Nehemiah 2:17-18 
 

But now I said to them, “You know very well what trouble we are in. Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire. 

Let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem and end this disgrace!” Then I told them about how the gracious hand of God had been on me, 

and about my conversation with the king. They replied at once, “Yes, let’s rebuild the wall!” So they began the good work. 

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah showed the need for the work he planned to do by reminding the people that they were vulnerable without a city wall and 

were in a position of disgrace. 

  

Principle:  

A leader must show the need (or problem) which he plans to solve. If he is going to have a vision for something that needs to change, 

he also must show the problem which that vision will solve. Otherwise, he will not get support or buy-in for his vision.  

 

6. Nehemiah 2:17-18 
 

But now I said to them, “You know very well what trouble we are in. Jerusalem lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by fire. 

Let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem and end this disgrace!” Then I told them about how the gracious hand of God had been on me, 

and about my conversation with the king. They replied at once, “Yes, let’s rebuild the wall!” So they began the good work. 

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah said, “let us” rebuild the walls of Jerusalem. He included himself and the people he was talking to in the work to be done.  

 

Principle:  

A leader realizes that work is a team effort. No leader can accomplish great things alone. Similarly, a leader also does not say, “you do 

it” because he knows that he also should be involved in the work.  

 

7. Nehemiah 1:4; 2:4; 4:4, 9 
 

“When I heard this, I sat down and wept. In fact, for days I mourned, fasted, and prayed to the God of heaven.” (Nehemiah 1:4, NLT) 
 

“The king asked, “Well, how can I help you?” With a prayer to the God of heaven,” (Nehemiah 2:4, NLT) 
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“Then I prayed, “Hear us, our God, for we are being mocked. May their scoffing fall back on their own heads, and may they 

themselves become captives in a foreign land!” (Nehemiah 4:4, NLT) 

 

“But we prayed to our God and guarded the city day and night to protect ourselves.” (Nehemiah 4:9, NLT) 

 

Observation: 

When Nehemiah heard news about Jerusalem (1:4), replied to the king’s question (2:4), and struggled with opposition (4:4, 9), he 

responded to each situation with prayer.  

 

Principle:  

A godly leader looks to and relies on God for strength and direction. Prayer is one of the ways that a godly leader allows God to 

strengthen him and guide his steps.  

 

8. Nehemiah 4:14 
 

Then as I looked over the situation, I called together the nobles and the rest of the people and said to them, “Don’t be afraid of the 

enemy! Remember the Lord, who is great and glorious, and fight for your brothers, your sons, your daughters, your wives, and your 

homes!”  

 

Observation: 

When Nehemiah encountered opposition he called together the people and told them not to be afraid and to keep persisting toward the 

goal.  

 

Principle:  

A godly leader doing God’s work will not be stopped by earthly opposition. He may be delayed or slowed down but not stopped. 

Furthermore, a godly leader takes initiative to prevent the people he leads from being discouraged.  

 

9. Nehemiah 5:6-11 
 

When I heard their complaints, I was very angry. After thinking it over, I spoke out against these nobles and officials. I told them, 

“You are hurting your own relatives by charging interest when they borrow money!” Then I called a public meeting to deal with the 

problem. At the meeting I said to them, “We are doing all we can to redeem our Jewish relatives who have had to sell themselves to 
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pagan foreigners, but you are selling them back into slavery again. How often must we redeem them?” And they had nothing to say in 

their defense. Then I pressed further, “What you are doing is not right! Should you not walk in the fear of our God in order to avoid 

being mocked by enemy nations? I myself, as well as my brothers and my workers, have been lending the people money and grain, but 

now let us stop this business of charging interest. You must restore their fields, vineyards, olive groves, and homes to them this very 

day. And repay the interest you charged when you lent them money, grain, new wine, and olive oil.” 

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah saw something going on and confronted it directly. He spoke with the nobles and officials about the injustices occurring 

and corrected them.  

 

Principle:  

A leader is not scared to confront someone when he sees injustices occurring. In fact, he uses his position and moral authority to 

influence others to correct the wrongs they are doing.  

 

10. Nehemiah 6:2-4 
 

So Sanballat and Geshem sent a message asking me to meet them at one of the villages in the plain of Ono. But I realized they were 

plotting to harm me, so I replied by sending this message to them: “I am engaged in a great work, so I can’t come. Why should I stop 

working to come and meet with you?” Four times they sent the same message, and each time I gave the same reply. 

 

Observation: 

Nehemiah was focused on the work of rebuilding the city of Jerusalem and as a result did not allow himself to be distracted by 

Sanballat and Geshem.  

 

Principle:  

A leader who knows God’s plan must stay focused on God’s work and not get distracted.  

 

11. Nehemiah 13:6-9 
 

I was not in Jerusalem at that time, for I had returned to King Artaxerxes of Babylon in the thirty-second year of his reign, though I 

later asked his permission to return. When I arrived back in Jerusalem, I learned about Eliashib’s evil deed in providing Tobiah with 

a room in the courtyards of the Temple of God. I became very upset and threw all of Tobiah’s belongings out of the room. Then I 

demanded that the rooms be purified, and I brought back the articles for God’s Temple, the grain offerings, and the frankincense.  
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Observation: 

Sadly, after Nehemiah’s absence in Jerusalem religious order did not continue as he hoped. As a result, Nehemiah had to continue to 

make political and religious reforms when he returned to Jerusalem.  

 

Principle:  

A godly leader has a long-term and continual job. Rarely can he “compartmentalize” his leadership to a small window of time. 

Instituting change as a leader is hard work and occurs during long periods of time.  

 

12. Nehemiah 13:26-27 
 

“Wasn’t this exactly what led King Solomon of Israel into sin?” I demanded. “There was no king from any nation who could compare 

to him, and God loved him and made him king over all Israel. But even he was led into sin by his foreign wives. How could you even 

think of committing this sinful deed and acting unfaithfully toward God by marrying foreign women?” 

 

Observation: 

Both in this verse and throughout the book of Nehemiah it is clear that Nehemiah knew the Scriptures. He knew God’s Word and how 

Solomon was an example of what not to do. 

 

Principle:  

A leader must know God’s Word. This is because God’s Word provides doctrinal direction for a leader as far as general qualities of 

leadership that are required as well as positive and negative examples that a leader should heed.   

 

Leadership Principles Summary 
 Nehemiah is the epitome of Godly leadership. When studying Nehemiah’s character and how he led it is clear that he was 

leading in a way God desired. This started with the fact that Nehemiah knew God’s Scripture. Throughout the book of Nehemiah (in 

addition to my citations) Nehemiah displayed a knowledge of God’s Word and how it applied to the situations he found himself in. 

When struggling with his emotions about what to do in the city of Jerusalem Nehemiah responded with prayer and God’s Word. When 

dealing with money lenders who were taking advantage of the people working in Jerusalem he responded with direct confrontation 

and God’s Word. Finally, at the end of the book, Nehemiah showed his knowledge of Scripture in his desire to have the people strictly 

adhere to the Torah about how to maintain proper religious services. This knowledge of God’s Word allowed Nehemiah to be formed 

and molded into a Godly leader. That Godly leader led the people of Judah to rebuild the walls and gates of the city of Jerusalem so 
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that they could maintain their religious practices, remain distinct and separate from their neighbors, and end the disgrace they had as a 

nation with no walls or gates. 

.  

 

III. What Makes Christian Leadership Distinctly “Christian” 
and What Makes Christian Leadership Distinctly “Leadership” 

 

Christian leadership is a topic that has been studied and researched in depth for many years. So, what makes Christian 

leadership distinctly “Christian” and what makes Christian leadership distinctly “leadership?” I will explore this question 

theologically, socially, and personally.  

 

The Greek word for leader often used in the New Testament is “hegeomai” which can mean “I lead; I think, am of opinion, 

suppose, consider; to lead; to lead the way (going before as chief).”19 In an effort to learn about Christian leadership we must look to 

the Bible because “the leadership about which Jesus speaks is of a radically different kind from the leadership offered by the world.”20 

That different view of Christian leadership is what will be explored and discussed in this paper. 

 

A. Identity in Christ 
 The first distinction of Christian leadership starts with Jesus Christ. In the world, men often get their self identity from 

their work while women often base it on their relationships.21 However, with Christians “our identity in Christ is that we were created 

in the image of Christ.”22 The idea that Christian leaders’ identity is based on Christ is a challenge to “come to the point where we 

                                                

 19 “Strong’s Greek: 2233. Hegeomai – to lead, suppose,” Biblos, http://concordances.org/greek/2233.htm (accessed June 13, 2012). 

 20 Henri J.M. Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership (New York, Crossroads Publishing, 1989), 62. 

 21 Quentin P. Kinnison, Ph.D., “What is the secret of Christian leadership? How can we survive? What does Jesus teach us?” (lecture, Fresno 
Pacific University North Center, Fresno, CA, June 7, 2012).  

 22 Quentin P. Kinnison, Ph.D., “How can God transform our weaknesses?” (lecture, Fresno Pacific University North Center, Fresno, CA, May 

17, 2012).  
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recognize that our value is not dependent on our performance, position, titles, achievements, or the power we wield.” 23 Christian 

leaders must remember “that our greatest source of worth as leaders should come from the knowledge that we are known by God and 

declared righteous in Christ.”24 When a leader’s view of himself is based on the position he holds or the job he has, this places him at 

risk for tremendous downfalls in ministry and leadership. What happens when the leader loses his job, is fired, or is demoted to a 

lower position with less power and prestige? Christian leaders are so much more than what they do. In fact, because of the great gift 

that God has given to his people by sacrificing himself for their sins, it is an insult to God for a Christian leader to think of himself as 

someone who is defined by what he does. For a Christian leader to have an identity in Christ also means distinguishing himself from 

the role he has at work. No job here on earth is big enough or important enough to completely consume a person. A Christian leader’s 

identity should be fully and solely founded on Christ.  

 

B. Part of the Flock 
 The second distinction of Christian leadership is that Christian leaders are part of the flock.  25 Contrary to that, 

American culture has “come to believe that good leadership requires a safe distance from those we are called to lead.”26 Often it is 

said, “It’s lonely at the top,” or “Leadership is lonely,” or “Don’t get too close to those you lead.” That is the view American culture 

has about leadership, but it is very different than Christian leadership. In his article, “Distinctives of Christian Leadership,” William D. 

Lawrence comments, “Christian leadership is different from other kinds of leadership because no Christian leader can assume the 

position of being ‘number one,’ that is, the leader. This is true because those who believe in Christ know there is only one ‘Number 

One,’ namely, the Lord Jesus Christ.”27 It is interesting to note that the Apostle Paul, who is well known for his leadership in the young 

Christian church, “never describes pastors as leaders of congregations, presiding over church activities and services and as being the 

                                                

 23 Gary L. McIntosh and Samuel D. Rima, Overcoming the Dark Side of Leadership: How to Become an Effective Leader by Confronting 
Potential Failures (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2007), 213. 

 24 Ibid., 214. 

 25 Most of the insights and comments on the “shepherd” language derives from Quentin P. Kinnison’s article, “Shepherd or One of the Sheep: 

Revisiting the Biblical Metaphor of the Pastorate,” Journal of Religious Leadership 9, no. 1 (Spring 2010). I will cite directly when I am able, but please note 
most of shepherd language stems from his article. 

 26 Henri J.M. Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership (New York, Crossroads Publishing, 1989), 61. 

 27 William D. Lawrence, “Distinctives of Christian Leadership,” Bibliotheca Sacra July—September (1987), 317. 
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head of a complex organization.”28 Instead, the imagery of a shepherd is a much more biblical representation of what a Christian leader 

should be. In an article titled, “Shepherd or One of the Sheep: Revisiting the Biblical Metaphor of the Pastorate,” through careful 

exegesis Quentin P. Kinnison, Ph.D. shows that Christian leadership it is not being a shepherd over a flock of people; it is being a 

shepherd within the flock. 

 

There are several important implications for our understanding of the [shepherd] metaphor and its practical 

application to the life of God’s people. First, God reserves sole claim as shepherd of God’s people. . . . Second, the OT and NT 

both emphasize the Spirit’s presence in the lives of leaders. . . . Third, for pastoral leaders, this means empowering others to 

hear and respond to God’s promptings as they move onto God’s agenda and become witnesses of God’s missional activity in 

the world. . . . Finally, pastoral leaders must be embedded participants in the congregation. These primarily lead by example. 

Shepherd elders are sheep in the flock helping others follow the shepherd.29 

 

Kinnison’s definition shows a way of Christian leaders being part of the flock while leading the flock.  

 

 God talks about himself as the primary shepherd throughout the Bible and Christian leaders simply as part of his flock. 

This changes the traditional worldly view of leadership. But how does a Christian leader lead the flock while being part of the flock? 

Research into the physical practice of shepherding reveals, that shepherds often placed bells on specific sheep who reliably followed 

the shepherd.30 According to Kinnison, God is the true shepherd and Christian leaders are undershepherds—those sheep within the 

flock wearing bells to help guide the other sheep the direction the shepherd (which is God) wants to go.  

 Having acknowledged oneself as a sheep and part of God’s flock, the Christian leader’s job is to help the other sheep be 

on God’s plan and move in the direction of God. Since “spiritual leaders understand that God is their leader”31 they are “someone who 

knows where the Lord is going and can get others to follow him as he follows the Lord.”32 This means Christian leaders “don’t get to 

                                                

 28 Derek Tidball, “Leaders as Servants: a Resolution of the Tension,” Evangelical Review of Theology 36, no. 1 (2012), 33. 

 29 Quentin P. Kinnison, Ph.D., “Shepherd or One of the Sheep: Revisiting the Biblical Metaphor of the Pastorate,” Journal of Religious 

Leadership 9, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 90.  

 30 Ibid., 68, 89. 

 31 Henry Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Spiritual Leadership: Moving People on God’s Agenda (Nashville, TN: B&H Books, 2001), 28-29. 

 32 William D. Lawrence, “Distinctives of Christian Leadership,” Bibliotheca Sacra July—September (1987), 319. 
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create the vision, we just get to follow it”33 because “God’s purposes are the key to spiritual leadership—the dreams and visions of 

leaders are not.”34 Henri Nouwen defines this as, “Leadership . . . means to be led.”35 While being part of the flock as bell wearing 

undershepherds it is imperative that Christian leaders relinquish their vision for God’s vision in an effort to follow him. Being a 

Christian leader as part of the flock is leading the way as an example the entire time following God with the hopes that others will see, 

hear and follow the way. Joshua is a biblical leader who modeled this. Several times throughout the book of Joshua he makes a 

specific commitment to follow God. The verse often quoted is “Chose today whom you will serve. . . . But as for me and my family, 

we will serve the LORD.”36 With that personal commitment to follow the Lord, Joshua also calls others to serve and follow the Lord 

primarily out of his own example (as an undershepherd wearing a bell) “me and my family, we will serve the LORD.” 37 Joshua is not 

saying, “I am your leader, follow me.” Instead, Joshua is saying, “God’s our leader, let’s follow him.” Another great example of a 

Christian leader being committed to God and undershepherding God’s people is the Judah king, Hezekiah.  

 

In the very first month of the first year of his reign, Hezekiah reopened the doors of the Temple of the LORD and 

repaired them. He summoned the priests and Levites to meet him at the courtyard east of the Temple. He said to them, “Listen 

to me, you Levites! Purify yourselves, and purify the Temple of the LORD, the God of your ancestors. Remove all the defiled 

things from the sanctuary. . . . But, now I will make a covenant with the LORD, the God of Israel, so that his fierce anger will 

turn away from us. My sons, do not neglect your duties any longer! The LORD has chosen you to stand in his presence, to 

minister to him, and to lead the people in worship and present offerings to him.”38 

 

King Hezekiah was not perfect and made mistakes like most Christian leaders. But the important thing to note is that King 

Hezekiah was committed to being part of the flock and leading God’s people. With part of the flock faithfully following God, he 

pointed the people he ruled over back to following God.  

                                                

 33 Quentin P. Kinnison, Ph.D., “When is the leader not ‘in front of’, but ‘in the midst of’?” (lecture, Fresno Pacific University North Center, 
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 35 Henri J.M. Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus: Reflections on Christian Leadership (New York, Crossroads Publishing, 1989). 75. 

 36 Josh. 24:15. 

 37 Josh. 24:15. 

 38 2 Chron. 29:3-5, 10-11. 
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C. Service and Sacrifice 
 Perhaps the strongest distinctions of Christian leadership are service and sacrifice. The concepts of service and sacrifice 

go back to Jesus who served and sacrificed for the people he led. In his article, “Leaders as Servants: a Resolution of the Tension,” 

Derek Tiball writes, “Christian leadership is meant to be different from other forms of leadership because Christian leaders are called 

to be servants.”39 Serving others while in leadership is definitely different than the world where power and influence are held closely 

by those who have it and desired and envied by those who do not have it. This concept of serving others is difficult because “our fallen 

human instincts seek power, wealth, status, and influence. Servant leadership is thus quite unnatural for fallen human beings. Thinking 

like a servant-leader requires a new mindset; acting as a servant-leader requires empowerment by the Holy Spirit.”40   

 

 One of the most controversial and countercultural things Jesus said while on earth was as he responded to his disciples’ 

question of which of the 12 of them was the greatest and most important. Jesus responded,  

 

In this world the kings and great men lord it [power] over their people, yet they are called ‘friends of the people.’ 

But among you [the 12 disciples] it will be different. Those who are the greatest among you should take the lowest rank, and 

the leader should be like a servant. Who is more important, the one who sits at the table or the one who serves? The one who 

sits at the table, of course. But not here! For I am among you as the one who serves.41 

 

Much like American culture, the leaders and rulers of Jesus’ time lorded power over others. They used their power to 

dominate others and maintain control over them. However, Jesus calls his disciples out of the culture they are living in and announces 

a new order for Christian leaders to follow. He instructs these 12 men, who will lead the new Christian religion, to be different than 

the world by saying, “Those who are the greatest among you should take the lowest rank, and the leader should be like a servant.” 

Christian leaders can only “teach out of what they know and live,”42 and Jesus definitely knew personally what he was teaching when 

he says, “I am among you as the one who serves.” Jesus is saying to his Christian leaders that he has come to serve.  
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 The Greek word used in Jesus’ statement above and used throughout the New Testament is the word, “diakoneo” which 

means “to serve, minister; kicking up dust because on the move; caring for the needs of others as the Lord guides in an active, 

practical way.”43 With Jesus’ statements and use of this word, “Leadership was not to be a matter of privilege and special status, but of 

service. All social status is leveled out by these remarks. Jesus himself is the prime example of the servant leader.”44 Jesus shows this 

principle of a leader being a servant by strategically saying after washing his disciples’ feet: 

 

 And since I, your LORD and Teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash each other’s feet. I have given you 

an example to follow. Do as I have unto you. I tell you the truth, slaves are not greater than their master. Nor is the messenger 

more important than the one who sends the message. Now that you know these things, God will bless you for doing them.45  

 

The good news is that this message was successfully passed on and practiced by Jesus’ disciples and others within the early 

church. Just as “Jesus presents himself consistently as a model of service”46 the apostle Paul “describes himself in a number of ways 

(‘apostle’, ‘teacher’ etc.) but most persistently as a servant. . . . Paul describes several of his fellow workers as servants. . . . Paul 

describes himself and Apollos as ‘only servants (diadonoi).”47 The message is clear: Christian leadership is about service. But with that 

also comes sacrifice. 

 

 Along with service in Christian ministry comes pain and sacrifice. The Apostle Paul endured tremendous sacrifice 

during his ministry as a Christian leader of the early church. Paul was ship wrecked, snake bitten, physically disabled, imprisoned, and 

eventually killed because of his service as a Christian leader. Jesus also endured tremendous pain in his ministry for his followers. 

Henri Nouwen comments on the relevance of sacrifice in ministry stating, “The most important quality of Christian leadership in the 

future . . . is not a leadership of power and control, but a leadership of powerlessness and humility in which the suffering servant of 

God, Jesus Christ, is made manifest.”48 With this understanding that Christian leaders are to be servants who sacrifice, it is important 
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to note “Christ’s approach to leadership and the approach he commended to his disciples is one that glorifies God and serves the 

welfare of others. It does not seek personal glory for acts of service or manipulate subordinates to achieve the leader’s self-interest.”49  

 

D. Knowing the Dark Side 
 The fourth distinction of Christian leadership is acknowledgement of the dark side. What is a dark side? “The dark side 

. . . is actually a natural result of human development. It is the inner urges, compulsions, and dysfunctions of our personality that often 

go unexamined or remain unknown to us until we experience an emotional explosion.”50 Downfalls and pitfalls of a dark side can 

provide a stumbling block for any leader regardless of her faith. However, because much of Christian leadership rests on a leader’s 

moral character, the negative impact of the dark side of a Christian leader is greater. Christian leaders are not perfect (and they should 

not be expected to be), but the simple fact of acknowledging the dark side and working to combat it will help to prevent a leader from 

the potential downfall and failure a dark side might bring.  

 

 Because the dark side is a natural result of our human development (mostly during childhood when we had to navigate 

experiences we had no control over), Christian leaders must actively acknowledge the dark side and combat it. Knowing about the 

dark side is extremely important for biblical Christian leaders because much of their influence comes from strength of moral character. 

If they lose that moral character and the influence that comes with it, they lose all ability to lead. Part of acknowledging the dark side 

of Christian leadership is to know “the chief characteristic of a Christian leader must be submission to Christ, and only those who have 

learned that submission is the key to power can be effective Christian leaders.”51 Submission to Christ and identity based on him help 

to shed the dark side because “when the leader learns to submit to Christ as the Leader, that is, when he learns to fly ‘the white flag of 

victory,’ that he becomes an authoritative Christian leader.”52 Once a Christian leader has learned to submit to Christ, overcoming the 

dark side is easier. 
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 Thankfully there are several things Christian leaders can do to actively combat their dark side in addition to submitting 

to Christ. Two practical steps taught by Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky are “Transitional Rituals” and “Rekindle the Sparks.”53 

Transitional rituals are practical things Christian leaders can do to separate themselves and their identity from the professional work 

they do. This goes back maintaining one’s identity in Christ. Christian leaders are able to keep their identity based on God and not 

wrapped into their job when they have a transitional ritual such as a drive from work to home, intentionally changing clothes when 

they arrive at home, or exercising after work. All of these are intentional “transitional rituals” that allow a Christian leader to transition 

from mission focused work to resting into the person she is. The second practical step is “Rekindle the Sparks” which  keeps the 

relationship at home with a spouse strong. The best way for a Christian leader to guard his heart is to keep it close to his wife. Too 

many times a Christian leader has led himself into destructive habits of adultery, pornography, or money laundering because he 

allowed his heart to drift way from his wife. McIntosh and Sima also provide some great steps for Christian leaders to practice to 

“redeem their dark side.” Those steps are: acknowledge your dark side, examine the past, resist the poison of expectations, practice 

progressive self-knowledge, and understand your identity in Christ.54 When Christian leaders know their dark side they are able to 

positively work on it. Even if they do not actively work to combat their dark side, the knowledge of it will help them prevent it from 

taking over their life and causing moral failure in the future.  

 

E. Conclusion 
 With these four distinctions about what makes Christian leadership distinctly “Christian” and what makes Christian 

leadership distinctly “leadership,” the key is for Christian leaders to live it out. Due to the fact that leaders are often out in front, 

everyone has a clear view of them.55 That means leaders are often judged more harshly and more strictly. Thus, when they fall, it is 

more severe. While engaging others on Twitter and Facebook about the topic of this paper I felt a tension from others that Christian 

leadership does not exist because it is not practiced.56 This is an issue that must be addressed. Often people’s only interaction (that they 

realize) with Jesus is in the observation or interaction with the lives of leaders whom they may or may not personally know. This 
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means Christian leaders must make sure they live out the four distinctions. Christian leaders do not have to be perfect, but they do 

need to make a conscious effort to live out what Christian leadership is: an identity in Christ, part of the flock, serve and sacrifice, and 

knowing the dark side. 

 

     


