Leaders Worthy of Following

By Jerry David

When change comes to our lives because of a move or relocation, we usually know that at the top of our list of ‘things to do’ will be searching out a new church home.  This is not a process that is usually undertaken lightly, and during the process we look for many things in our search.

Usually, we want to know what programs are available for our family, did we meet friendly people during our visit, and was the presence of the Lord evident in the service.  But during this search process we sometimes overlook the fact that we are going to be placing our lives under the direction and leadership of a Pastor and his elder team.  What should we be looking for in the leaders we choose to follow?

Someone once said that a nation (or a church) generally ends up with the kind of leaders it deserves.  In other words, if we do not respect and follow appropriate leadership  - God will give us the kind we deserve.  The prophet Jeremiah gives us an understanding about this principle we he says, “The prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests rule by their own power; And My people love to have it so, But what will you do in the end?” (Jer.5:31) 
Interestingly, God didn’t put the responsibility for errant leadership only on the leadership, but He says "My people love to have it that way!"  So God holds us responsible, as well, for whom we choose to follow.  In fact, Jesus came along one day and not only did he deal with those who were selling in the temple, but with those who were buying also.  Those who are willing to accept and purchase the wares of the religious vendor are going to be held in judgment, as well as the religious vendor.  See, God holds us accountable both at the leadership level and the follower level.  So we must be aware of our obligation to discern proper leadership – leadership worthy of our following!

I have observed that a nation or a church, in fact any sort of religious group, educational group, political group or business group, rises and falls on its leadership.  This same prophet Jeremiah talks about this later, when leadership is addressed for “trodding down and destroying the vineyard.” A people will rise or fall upon the leadership that it chooses, that it follows, and that it submits to.  

Secondly, I’ve observed that the people can seldom go any further (spiritually or naturally) than the leadership.  A principle is laid out in 2 Timothy 2:6 that tells us a “farmer must first be a partaker of the fruit.”  Whenever you are a farmer and you want to go out and see if the harvest is ready, you go first and taste and test the fruit to see if it’s ready, before you order the laborers in to reap it!  So leadership paves the way for those that are going to follow.  If the leadership we’re following will not go into the purposes of God, then we will not be able to go on in.  Remember the story of the 12 spies, the leaders of each tribe,  going into the land for Moses.  The majority operated in fear, and kept the people out for an additional 40 years.  

So you can see how important leadership is and the kind of leadership we must follow.  You are not obligated to follow wrong or false leadership – not at all!  But many people do not know what to look for, so they end up following poor leadership.  So let me outline quickly for you some qualities to look for when making your search.

First, look for those who reach for responsibility and avoid those that reach for authority.  In Philippians 2 Paul is found commending the leader Timothy when he says, “I have no one like-minded who will naturally and sincerely care for you.”  He goes on to point out that other leaders seek their own good, but Timothy was found seeking the good of the people.  He had a sense of responsibility.  He wasn’t reaching for position, but rather was looking at how to care for God’s people.  In his writing, Peter contrasts for us the obvious difference between those who serve as overseers versus those who would seek to be lords over the flock of God.  Later John (3 John 9-12) outlines these same differences in two men, Diotrephes and Demetrius.  Diotrphes was a leader who was reaching for authority because there was prestige associated with it.  By introducing to us Demetrius and commending him, John is telling us what to do in this situation – Be discerning and don’t follow the wrong!  Follow that which is good!  We have a choice.

Secondly, follow leadership that feeds the flock, and avoid leadership that fleeces the flock.  Jeremiah 3:15 tells us that God promises to give us “shepherds according to My heart, who will feed you with knowledge and understanding.”  Those who feed the flock are the kind of leadership we want to follow.  While Ezekiel 34:1-10 tells us that God comes against “shepherds that feed themselves, and eat the fat and clothe themselves with wool, and yet refuse to feed the flock.”  We need to avoid that kind of leadership.  Whenever the motivation begins to fleece the flock, God sends judgment on the whole land for the leadership errors.  Those kinds of leaders bring judgment down upon all our heads.  The best way to make that type of leader ineffective is by simply choosing not to follow or support them.  Remember, a hireling will care only for the money (or some other like goal), and will see sheep as just dumb and to be taken advantage of!

Thirdly, a leader worthy of following gathers the flock, while the opposite scatters the flock.  This sounds simple, but a picture of a true shepherd is one that gathers.  They are marked by a gentleness.  King David once said of the Great Shepherd, “Thy gentleness has made me great.”  A man who knew how to conquer by fighting and yet he identifies gentleness as leading to greatness.  Gentleness is not weakness.  Meekness is not weakness.  Gentleness is the capacity to identify and empathize with that which is weak and needy, and gently lift and heal.  

It was said of Jesus that “a bruised reed He will not break, and a smoking flax He shall not quench.”  Why?  Because He was a gentle shepherd.  If He saw a bruised reed, He would heal it.  If He saw a smoking flax He wouldn’t say, “Now you need to quit prophesying in the church because you haven’t learned to prophesy good enough yet.”  That’s what a smoking flax is – one who is not operating clearly in their ministry.  Jesus would come along and fan the smoking flax into a flame until it began to burn brightly and clearly and give off pure light!  I have been in lots of meetings where it seemed the whole room was fill with smoke.  But what does the gentle shepherd do?  He fans the smoking flax, he doesn’t quench it.  He gets it burning where the smoke clears up and the light of revelation begins to shine.  That’s the kind of leader worthy of following.  Those that gather the flock.  In contrast to that are leaders who scatter the flock - those who constantly introduce division into the flock, and into the flow of what God is doing.  Sometimes without even fully realizing it, they create upset, and disturb and scatter that which God is gathering.  Again, God is pretty firm about this type of leader.  He is seen coming against them in anger in Jeremiah 23:1-3.  Every true leader gathers, every false leader will scatter.  

Lastly, leaders worthy of following recognize God’s claim to the sheep.  On the other hand, leaders we need to avoid following are those that make their own claim on the sheep.  You’ve maybe heard these types of leaders.  When talking about their church, they often use terms such as “Don’t touch my sheep.”  I would challenge anyone to show me in the Word of God where sheep belong to the under-shepherd.  As I read it, they belong solely to God.  The psalmist wrote, “We are His people, and the sheep of His pasture.”  In the New Testament Paul reminded us that “you are not your own, but you were bought with a price.”  A true leader will remember Who paid that price!  The one who paid the price in full for you and me is the one Who owns us.  It’s a simple principle.  He puts His claim on you and marks you with His brand.  I meet a lot of folks going around trying to brand the sheep.  But when someone comes along and wants to put their brand on you, if you’ve got an option, run from their branding iron, and keep only His mark on you!

Paul in Galatians 6 said, “I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus Christ.”  In other words, I was branded with His branding iron, and I refuse to carry anybody else’s mark on me.  Leaders worthy of following will recognize God’s claim on your life.  Those are the leaders worthy of following.  

It is right to desire a good church home and a good pastor to lead you.  It is right to faithfully fellowship and work and advance the goals and objectives of that particular fellowship.  God establishes under-shepherds for us and our good.  A leader worthy of following will follow the advice of Peter when he instructed the elders of his day to feed the flock, care for the flock, and not be lords over the flock but examples in everything.  When this is done we all receive this promise from God (I Peter 5:4), that “when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that does not fade away.”
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