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Leadership in the Church – Joss Bray 

We are continuing our series about different aspects of church. We’ve 

heard that to be church means that we are called out – called out of 

darkness in to light – and several other things as well. We also heard 

that we are called to pray and the vital importance of that. 

But today I’m going to talk about leadership in the church.  

Leadership is vital 

Throughout the bible we can see examples of people leading – the more 

you look, the more there is. And it’s not just the high profile or 

exceptionally talented people.  There are all sorts of people who were 

leaders – from the unwilling to the unworthy to the unstable and the 

unable.   

And then there is Jesus, the best leader that there ever was or is or ever 

will be. When we look at what leadership is all about then he is our 

fundamental model.  

What is leadership? 

It is often said that you are not a leader if no one follows you. People 

follow a leader. Like Aragorn in the Lord of the Rings – he led - others 

followed. Or if you prefer – Winston Churchill during the second world 

war. They were leaders. Unfortunately, all leaders don’t do the right 

things in the right way – think of Hitler or Stalin – people still followed 

them.  

Leadership itself is important – people need leadership – they need 

leadership. They might say they don’t, but they are actually looking for it 

and finding it in all sorts of places that they don’t even realise. Are you a 

follower of fashion? Do you need the latest iPad or the latest car or golf 

club? Then these things are leading you and me. It is very easy to fall 

into this trap and we can all do it.  

We can be passionate about politics or ethics or the climate – things that 

can be good and make a difference. Whatever drives us is leading us, 

and that is who or what we are following to some extent anyway.  
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Just think – what is leading me? What do I follow, what shapes what I do 

or think or buy? It may not be material things or people. But we can also 

be led by feelings or memories or guilt or anxiety. If these things govern 

our actions – they are leading us.  

So then – who or what should we follow? 

It has to be Jesus hasn’t it – if we want to really be living as Christians, 

we must follow Christ. We have to listen to him. To do what he did, to be 

like him and be transformed by him. The thing is, that we are changed 

by what who or what we follow. There is no getting around it. 

But that is a whole other series of talks – how to follow Jesus. He is the 

head of the church – no earthly leader – no pope, archbishop or apostle 

should influence us in any way as much as Jesus does. 

However, God has instituted leadership in the church 

When Jesus chose the original 12 disciples – actually just as 

importantly, they were his friends and support – he instituted a 

leadership team. The church would be founded through them and would 

expand into the whole world. It’s amazing really how the church has 

grown. And to do that, it has needed earthly leadership – and that is 

what we are looking at today. 

So what does God look for in leaders? 

Here is one of the most fundamental points that we need to get hold of. 

And that is that there is a crucial difference between gifting and 

character. So often, people will follow gifted leaders, only to be let down 

by them – and so often in spectacular ways. And so often, in the church. 

Throughout the bible, God is interested in character in leaders. He is 

interested in the character of churches. He wants to see the fruits of the 

Spirit grow in people who will reflect his character – love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness gentleness and self-control. 

It’s all there in Galatians 5. We are told to live by the Spirit – to actually 

be led by him.  

Now, the gifts of the Spirit are something else – as we see in lists in 

Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 – there are many gifts that God gives 

to us to build the church. But not to build ourselves up.  

It is possible for God to give gifts of leadership to people who then end 

up using that gift in the wrong way or failing in other ways.  
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A gift is a gift – God gives gifts – I don’t read about him taking them 

away. It is up to people to use them in the right way. When they don’t, it 

is almost always because their character hasn’t matched up to their 

gifting. It’s a paradox – why does God do that? Why does he use 

imperfect people? 

Hang on – that applies to all of us then! So if he didn’t use imperfect 

people then that’s curtains for the church. No gifts – for anyone! 

But if God knew - as he does – what would happen if he gave gifts to 

certain people – then why did he do it? Another paradox – but he knows 

what he is doing. There will be something to learn from it, or there will be 

people genuinely blessed anyway, or that leader may end up repenting 

and doing even greater things. It could be any of those or none of them. 

Even if it isn’t, even if we can’t see why he allowed it to happen – we 

need to trust him that in the end, it will all be sorted and we can look 

forward to an amazing eternity spent with God. It’s what Paul says in 2 

Corinthians 4 – “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for 

us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all”. 

The world – and often the church can make the mistake of looking for 

and following leaders who are very gifted. Gifting is important – but good 

character is essential for Godly leadership.  

The most import characteristic is a servant heart. 

Jesus modelled this supremely well. As he said in Matthew 19 – he 

didn’t come to be served but to serve. We remember the basin and towel 

as he washed his friends’ feet. We remember his giving of his time and 

energy to teaching and healing and just being with people. Ultimately he 

served us by dying for us – taking the punishment for our sins and 

shame - and he did it willingly.  

It wasn’t a grudging sort of service that sometimes we can fall into. And 

it wasn’t a self-serving kind of behaviour that was meant to impress or 

please others with a false humility. Jesus served because he wanted to 

please his Father – he did what his Father wanted – and his Father 

loved the world. It was his joy to do so – and God his Father was very 

pleased with him.  

Note – it wasn’t his actions as such that God was pleased with when he 

said in Matthew 3 “This is my Son., whom I love, with him I am well 

pleased”. Remember at that point of Jesus baptism he hadn’t really done 
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anything. God saw that it was his character, his nature, his desire to 

please Him – that is what really did please God. 

So what about leadership in the local church. 

The same principles apply – let’s look at elders first. The word in the 

New Testament can be translated elder, overseer or even bishop. I think 

elder is probably the best term. Elders oversee and direct church affairs.  

The sorts of things they do are evident through the new Testament – so 

here are a few: they work together with other elders – they are in the 

plural, they make decisions, they work with apostles, they are 

representatives of the church, they are involved in teaching and 

preaching, they are pastoral – shepherds watching over the flock, they 

are involved in spiritually ministering to people – laying on of hands for 

healing, anointing with oil, impartation of prophetic words and gifts. They 

are involved in church discipline and they are models in their way of life 

and faith.  

They should work as men who must give account to God and should be 

willing and eager to serve and keep watch over themselves.  

You can find all these in the New Testament and more. Interestingly, 

there is also a responsibility of the church towards elders.  

These are some: to obey the elders and submit to their authority, to 

make their work a joy and not a burden, to remember the elders’ way of 

lives and to imitate their faith, to honour the elders – doubly so those 

who preach and teach, and to ignore accusations against elders unless 

brought by 2 or 3 witnesses. 

Wow – that’s a lot to live up to on both sides! Clearly we will not do all 

those things perfectly, but this is what we are all called to – whether it is 

to be elders or to be led by them. Both need the grace of God! 

So what are the qualifications elders need? 

Is it to be highly gifted and charismatic? Is it to be well known and to 

possess an all singing and dancing website with speaking engagements 

on large platforms and a worldwide ministry? 

No, strangely enough. Listen to what Paul says in 1 Timothy 3: 

1Here is a trustworthy saying: Whoever aspires to be an overseer desires a noble 

task. Now the overseer is to be above reproach, faithful to his wife, temperate, self-

controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not given to drunkenness, not 
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violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. He must manage his own 

family well and see that his children obey him, and he must do so in a manner 

worthy of full respect. (If anyone does not know how to manage his own family, how 

can he take care of God’s church?) He must not be a recent convert, or he may 

become conceited and fall under the same judgment as the devil. He must also have 

a good reputation with outsiders, so that he will not fall into disgrace and into the 

devil’s trap. 

Notice how the qualifications are nearly all about character, not gifting. 

He must be able to teach – for sure – but he must be a lot of other 

things. Those are the basic qualifications for leadership. If they are in 

place, then the chances of “falling into the devil’s trap” are a lot less. And 

note, there is nothing wrong in wanting to be an elder – another NIV 

version puts it “If anyone sets his heart on becoming an overseer he 

desires a noble task…”  

Leadership is not something to be mystified or looked at with suspicion. 

It is also not something to be done lightly – remember what Jesus said 

to his disciples in Mark 10 –  

42Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are regarded as 

rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over 

them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be 

your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of 

Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many.” 

This is the sort of leadership that Jesus wants and we should look to 

these qualities in any leader. Not that we will achieve this perfection in 

this life – but we will be on the right road towards it.  

How are elders appointed? 

This is where apostolic oversight comes in – something bigger than the 

local church. We see in the early church that the apostles went around 

appointing elders in churches. The general pattern was that elders were 

appointed by apostles, in each church, with prayer and fasting. They 

were committed to the Lord and commissioned by the Holy Spirit.  

In Gateway, because we are relatively new -  as the churches in the 

New Testament were, we haven’t had elders appointed as yet – but this 

will come. One of our strengths is that we are linked in by relationship to 

Christ Central – part of Newfrontiers – and Jeremy Simpkins and his 

apostolic team. As we develop, then there will be a time when elders will 

be appointed.  
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Outside relationship is so important to churches with accountability and 

support. It is not a hierarchy – we do not have bishops and archbishops 

– it is relational and local church leaders take responsibility for 

overseeing locally, whilst being part of something bigger which provides 

apostolic care and support.   

So what about deacons? 

1Timothy 3 goes on directly after the eldership passage: 

8 In the same way, deacons are to be worthy of respect, sincere, not indulging in 

much wine, and not pursuing dishonest gain. They must keep hold of the deep truths 

of the faith with a clear conscience. They must first be tested; and then if there is 

nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. 

So what is a deacon? Literally “servant” - these are first mentioned in the 

early church in Acts 6 – when there was too much for the apostles to do 

on their own. They were already serving out food to the widows but they 

weren’t doing it very well. The apostles realised this – after some 

complaints, it has to be said. So they said to the church - “choose seven 

men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. 

We will turn this responsibility over to them and we will give our attention 

to prayer and the ministry of the word”. 

So that’s what happened. One of them was Stephen - who was 

eventually martyred - he was described as a man full of faith.  

The role of deacon in the church is also a leadership role in organising 

areas of practical ministry within the church, under the oversight of 

elders. They could be called team leaders, or particular ministry leaders 

– the terms don’t really matter, but here is a vital leadership role which 

the church needs.  

The plurality of leadership 

Elders and deacons are always referred to in the plural. In the letters to 

the churches, the greeting is never to one elder. There is a team that 

leads the church.  

This is vital – we have seen what can happen as a result of one 

dominant leader. That is not to say it can’t happen in a team, but there is 

more strength and accountability together. In a leadership team, there 

should be a variety. We are not clones. There will be different characters 

and different gifts at different stages of development– that’s why God 

loves team. It is more likely to reflect him.  
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This also means that weaknesses are compensated for and not spread 

through the church. A dominant leader will influence the church in such a 

way that it can become like him – with his strengths and weaknesses. A 

team approach hopefully means that strengths are multiplied and 

weaknesses minimised.  

Of course a team needs a leader, but that person should be 

demonstrating servant leadership to the team. The team then 

demonstrates servant leadership to the church.  

What about men and women? 

A tricky issue perhaps, and not one to go into at length now you may be 

glad to hear. But to be clear, the biblical model of eldership is male – 

with overall oversight of the local church being a role for men. There is 

no evidence for anything else. For deacons though – there were female 

deacons in the early church and there is no reason why women 

shouldn’t be leading any ministry teams within the church. 

It’s just that the overall governance and oversight of the church seems to 

be a job for men. Everything else in the church is for anyone. 

So is leadership for the few chosen ones? 

Not at all. In fact, all of us lead, whether we recognise that or not and 

whether we have a formal “title” or not. Whatever we do and say is 

watched and taken in by people – inside and outside the church family.   

It is up to us to make sure we can as much as possible reflect the 

character of Jesus. And the only way to do this is to follow him – and be 

filled with his transforming Spirit. Then others will also want to follow him. 

Are we up for that challenge? We have a great opportunity to lead as a 

church in a society which seems to be drifting further away from God. 

Let’s resolve to do that by showing the sort of servant leadership that 

Jesus calls us to. I think the world is thirsty for that, and we are the 

people who can help – thanks to the amazing grace of God. 

 

 


