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David Spriggs writes…
I wonder which of the gospels is your favourite. I am especially attracted to 
Luke so I’m looking forward to this year’s lectionary gospel notes. We are 
guided through the second half of this gospel by Dr Steve Walton and so will 
have the opportunity to see it with fresh eyes and discover new and signifi-
cant things about Jesus the Saviour as we follow his journey to the cross. 
Inevitably, we will gain fresh insights about our own leadership and mission.

We begin this issue with ‘Leadership for kingdom building’, written by 
Martin Lee. He will utilise his knowledge of the church worldwide as well as 
his own experience of leading Christian organisations to share with us the 
challenges, pitfalls and opportunities of those who are called to be leaders 
in the Christian community.

Pauline Hoggarth is a new writer. She takes us on the journey with Naomi 
and Ruth. At one level, this is a delightful ‘country story’, but it is also 
strangely relevant today; the plotline is about migration, death, poverty 
and vulnerability. Within and beyond this, there is the action of God, who 
rescues even in these terrifying circumstances.

Brian Howell engages us with the stories of the patriarchs as they unfold in 
Genesis 12—36. In his reflections, he brings us further personal challenges. 

We have a specific Lent focus from John Rackley, a Baptist minister, who 
has led many conferences. This is his first contribution. He takes us on a 
spiritual pilgrimage as he explores various ‘pathways’.

Then, let me introduce you to Torsten Uhlig, another new author, who 
lectures in Germany. He focuses on some core themes in Isaiah.

In addition to this wealth of contributions, Dr Andrew Mayes (Third Order, 
Society of St Francis) encourages us to use the Bible to deepen our spiritual-
ity. He opens our eyes (perhaps it would be more appropriate to say, ‘our 
five senses’) to the intense physicality of the fourth gospel as a means of 
appreciating the reality of the incarnation. At the same time, he brings deep 
challenges to us to develop our own spirituality. 

As we approach the end of Lent, Jill Duff’s helpful reflections on women, 
especially those we meet in Luke’s gospel, will complement this focus. To 
help us travel through Holy Week, I have looked at the leadership pressures 
Jesus was under as he moved towards the cross.

Then Ian Paul takes on the baton as he looks backwards from the per-
spective of Acts at the resurrection. This serves to remind us that all the 
New Testament is a ‘post-Easter’ document and that the resurrection is 
at the centre of our redemption and has impact and implications for the 
Christian church throughout all time.
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Leadership for kingdom building
Martin Lee

Who springs to mind when you are asked, ‘Who is the greatest leader you 
have come across?’ What criteria do you use? How successful they were or, 
more subjectively, how they treated you? Or do we measure them by their 
charismatic personality? 

How do we judge what success looks like for a Christian leader? Is it 
someone whose ministry has grown exponentially? Is it only larger and grow-
ing churches or ministries that are successful? 

So much is written about leadership. There are hundreds of books, thou-
sands of articles and countless consultants, all seeking to help leaders lead 
well. Yet so much of what is taught to those involved in Christian leadership 
is based on business and secular principles. Lots of it is really good stuff and 
extremely helpful and we cannot ignore the best of what society at large can 
teach us. I have benefited enormously from understanding change theory and 
my role in change. I have had great fun understanding more about myself and 
working out if I was an owl, a fox, a teddy bear or a shark!

However, in the scriptures and especially in the life of Jesus, we have a 
depth of material to learn from. My leadership was revolutionised by some 
talks I heard from Ajith Fernando, the Director of Youth for Christ in Sri Lanka. 
The western world may have produced its books and thinks it has all the 
answers, but we often fail to listen to leaders from non-western settings. 
Our western culture focuses on comfort, self-satisfaction, good feelings and 
‘success’. However, the world of the New Testament was so different to ours; 
Ajith’s thesis is that even a quick glance at the New Testament shows that 
the cross of suffering is an essential part of Christian ministry. Somehow, we 
seem to have lost that in our individualistic and self-centred society. 

Christian leadership has at its heart the marks of suffering. This is not 
because of stress due to overwork or crazy schedules. Rather, it is about 
the need to deny ourselves and follow him (Mark 8:34), yearning for those 
in our care (Galatians 4:19), honouring others more than ourselves (Romans 
12:10) and wanting God’s glory alone (John 3:30).
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Unless otherwise stated, quotations are from the New International Ver-
sion (Anglicised).

7–13 January

1  Character is key

Philippians 2:1–8
There are thousands of opinions about what make a good leader. One idea 
is that leaders need to show the four Cs – competence, calling, confidence 
and character. There is no question that leaders need to be very competent, 
have a clear vision and have a confident ‘can-do’ attitude. Incompetent 
leaders who do not know where they are going and are risk-averse will end 
up leading nowhere.

Whatever we do and however we lead, God is ultimately more interested 
in our character than anything else. Smart business techniques, clear strat-
egy and drive might be important, but God is much more concerned about 
integrity and faithfulness. ‘The righteous lead blameless lives; blessed are 
their children after them’ (Proverbs 20:7). ‘At this, the chief ministers and 
the satraps tried to find grounds for charges against Daniel in his conduct 
of government affairs, but they were unable to do so. They could find no 
corruption in him, because he was trustworthy and neither corrupt nor neg-
ligent’ (Daniel 6:4).

A Christian leader needs to be the same in public as in private. At home, 
at work, when relaxing or in church, it doesn’t matter. There will be con-
sistency and a deep longing to be more and more like Jesus. Position will 
mean nothing and promotion won’t change them. A successful business or 
church will not go to their heads.

Philippians 2 takes us to the real marks of the character needed in 
Christian leadership, as it looks to Christ’s example. A Christian leader will 
do nothing from selfish ambition, is not conceited, values his (or her – I use 
male pronouns throughout for ease) colleagues and congregation highly, 
and looks to the interests of others. 

If a Christian leader focuses solely on his own natural innate ability as 
a leader and forgets the command to live a godly life, he disqualifies him-
self as a leader. ‘Now the overseer is to be above reproach, faithful to his 
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wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not 
given to drunkenness, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover 
of money’ (1 Timothy 3:2–3).

How we live as leaders is key and, at the end of the day, we should focus 
on having the mindset of Christ Jesus. It is about denying ourselves the 
acclaim of position and not using position to one’s own advantage. It is 
about living a life that becomes ‘obedient to death’ (v.  8). I wonder how 
that expresses itself for me as a leader?

2  Influence

John 13:1–17
Any leader will want to get the best out of their team of followers. Excellent 
orientation, for both newcomers and old-stagers, is essential, as there is 
always room for development. However, there is one simple key truth: 
people learn by example, not by telling. Instead of telling people what to 
do, show them by your own example. Practise deeply what you preach, and 
the results will astonish you. Especially during difficult times, when every-
one wants to give up, you should be the one who faces obstacles with con-
fidence and determination towards success. You will find even those whom 
you thought were the weakest will do the same and stand by your side.

The well-known story in John about Jesus washing his disciples’ feet 
exemplifies this. Before a meal, foot-washing was common due to the dusty 
and dirty conditions and the wearing of sandals. Such foot-washing was 
undertaken by the lowliest of menial servants and peers did not wash one 
another’s feet. Maybe the disciples might have been happy to wash Jesus’ 
feet, but they would not even conceive of washing each other’s feet. When 
Jesus moved to wash their feet, they were astonished. By doing this, Jesus 
taught the lesson of selfless service that should be the mark of Christian 
leadership.

Sadly, in wider society, many seem to think that influence comes by being 
overpowering, belittling, manipulating, threatening, competing or control-
ling. Few follow the Jesus way. Leading by example like this can influence 
others to behave in a Christlike manner. Paul urges the younger men in Titus 
2:7–8 (ESV) to ‘show yourself in all respects to be a model of good works, 
and in your teaching show integrity, dignity, and sound speech that cannot 
be condemned, so that an opponent may be put to shame, having nothing 
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evil to say about us.’ Leaders need to lead through serving by modelling, 
encouraging, training and especially releasing. Allow those whom you are 
leading to make mistakes, and be ready to come alongside them and wash 
their feet if it all goes wrong.

Leadership is not only about getting something done; leadership is 
seeing people change, being empowered and growing. Ultimately, leader-
ship is seeing people developed. Godly influence and example are the best 
way, far better than any amount of skill, business technique or control. 
A leader’s prime role is guiding followers to become more and more like 
Christ. ‘Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ’ (1 Corinthians 11:1, ESV).

3  Commitment to developing others

Matthew 20:20–28
In British culture, we are not good at praising success and we certainly don’t 
like it when people ‘get ahead of themselves’. Here in our story, the mother 
of James and John asks for ‘promotion’ for them to key leadership posi-
tions. Jesus’ reaction is so illuminating. Rather than taking them to task, 
Jesus says it will require enormous sacrifice on their part, which, from their 
reaction, they obviously don’t comprehend. When the other disciples hear 
about it, any sense of team has been destroyed and James and John feel 
the wrath of the group. 

Jesus uses the opportunity to teach about real leadership. He doesn’t 
fume or get exasperated by the request or the team’s reaction; instead, he 
turns leadership upside down. Look at verses 27–28: ‘Whoever wants to be 
first must be your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, 
but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’

We hear a lot about ‘servant leadership’ but Jesus calls us to ‘laying 
down our lives’ leadership. ‘Greater love has no one than this: to lay down 
one’s life for one’s friends’ (John 15:13). Christian leaders are those who will 
treat their congregation or their staff as friends and are prepared to go to 
any length to nurture, support and serve them. 

Leaders can often have difficult followers and it is when people don’t live 
up to our hopes and expectations that true leaders come into their own. 
When we are committed to those whom we lead (or rather serve), we don’t 
bad-mouth them, demote them, shout at them or allow our frustration to 
cloud our judgement. 
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‘I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the 
sheep. The hired hand is not the shepherd and does not own the sheep. 
So when he sees the wolf coming, he abandons the sheep and runs away’ 
(John 10:11–12). True Christian leadership does not run away from the flock 
when the going gets tough. 

Leading is getting a vision accomplished, but true leadership is about far 
more than this. To get a vision accomplished but burn out our followers is to 
fail as a leader. True success is really in the building up of others. To do that, 
we need to be a critical friend, understanding their temperaments, respect-
ing their concerns, believing in their gifts and supporting their dreams. 
At the same time, we also need to be able to challenge flaws by honesty, 
encouragement and coming alongside.

4  Prayer

John 17:6–19
It is so easy to get burnt out in Christian service. There are some fantastic 
resources around on dealing with stress and I have benefited from many of 
them enormously. Expectations can be high and we can put undue pres-
sure on ourselves, working long hours for success. Stress can also come as 
result of intense competition. Leaders are driven people and, in our unbibli-
cal society, we can adopt a ‘messiah complex’. We end up bearing burdens 
that are not ours. That is not the sort of burden or stress that leaders should 
experience.

Stress can often be the result of a lack of rest and prayer. Mark 1:35 says: 
‘Very early in the morning… Jesus got up, left the house and went off to 
a solitary place, where he prayed.’ Christ would often get away from the 
crowd to pray. He knew the importance of spending time with God alone. 
Reflect for a while on Matthew 14:23 or Luke 6:12. Leaders need to build in 
time for retreat, reflection and refreshment.

Yet pressure and stress is part and parcel of the leadership package. 2 
Corinthians 11:28 tells us Paul’s situation: ‘Besides everything else, I face 
daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.’ Pressure and stress 
will come inevitably, but this should be out of a love for others and not a lust 
for achievement. It is the result of identifying closely with people and being 
concerned for their welfare. 

Christ knew the importance of praying for those in his care. Verses 11–12 
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in our reading are all about praying for protection for his followers, as is 
verse 15. Even when we are stressed, our focus for prayer needs to be about 
those whom God has given us to lead. The whole of the reading exemplifies 
his concern for his followers. In Colossians 4:13, Paul commends Epaphras 
for ‘always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in all the will 
of God, mature and fully assured’. 

We may have the stress of love, but we can’t have the anxiety of unbelief. 
‘Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of 
God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your 
minds in Christ Jesus’ (Philippians 4:6–7). We grapple with God in prayer 
until we have cast our burden on him. We are released from its power over 
us, and our joy and rest are restored.

5  Still a learner

1 Corinthians 4:1–7
Verses 1–2 contain an exhortation to be faithful with the trust God has 
given us. In my previous position, I often spent times in countries like the 
Philippines. One of my best friends there was a young man called Nathaniel. 
He looks on me as a mentor, but for me his faithfulness, prayer life and 
dependence on God are just some things that I aspire to have just a little 
more of. At one time, some of his family turned on him and tried to oust 
him from his leadership role in a children’s ministry. His quiet acceptance of 
what happened, warmth to those who wronged him and prayer for the best 
to come out of the situation have remained with me since. Eventually, after 
nearly two years, he was restored and the ministry has flourished. He was 
completely faithful, yet did not usurp anyone. I am sure that we all know 
people like that – rather than me being his mentor, he has been my mentor 
and inspiration.

A true leader will have no desire to lord it over others, but will be faithful, 
humble, gentle, self-sacrificing and as ready to follow as to lead. He will not 
usurp any position but will be faithful and true. A true leader wants to learn 
in all situations and from others.

There is a useful training technique called the Johari Window, which is 
about learning more about oneself from others and opening up oneself to 
others. I have realised that we are never too old, our ministry never too 
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large, our experiences never too many and our knowledge never too much 
for us to be able to learn from people who are younger, less experienced, 
less educated, from different backgrounds or from different theological 
positions.

Leadership is an ever-learning experience. ‘Instruct the wise and they 
will be wiser still; teach the righteous and they will add to their learning’ 
(Proverbs 9:9). ‘Let the wise listen and add to their learning, and let the dis-
cerning get guidance’ (Proverbs 1:5).

As our reading reflects in verse 7: ‘For who makes you different from 
anyone else? What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did 
receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?’ A wise leader will not 
think of himself more highly than he ought, but will seek to learn from 
others and with others.

6  Decrease and increase

John 3:22–30
In her book These Strange Ashes (Revell, 2004), Elizabeth Elliot, the widow 
of Jim Elliot of the Auca tribe fame, reflects on their early years of ministry 
before they married. The book shares her sense of failure after two years of 
hard work was seemingly destroyed: her language notes fell off a lorry and 
Jim’s building work was swept away in a flood. At the end, she recounts an 
African legend about Jesus walking with his disciples. He asked each one 
to pick up a stone to carry for him. Peter picked up a small one and John a 
bigger one. Jesus then commanded the stones to be made bread. Of course, 
Peter didn’t have very much while John had more than enough to share. 
Soon after, Jesus took the same disciples for another walk and again asked 
them to pick up a stone to carry for him. As you can imagine, Peter picked 
up a huge boulder this time. Then, after a long walk, he told them to throw 
the stones down. Nothing happened and they waited and waited. Jesus, 
with great compassion, looked on these disciples whom he loved and said, 
‘For whom did you carry the stone?’

It is of course a completely made-up story. However, in our reading, we 
learn something special about John the Baptist. Already his followers are 
leaving him to follow this new teacher. Soon, he will be beheaded and his 
ministry will fade away. Of course, he is very aware of the fact that Jesus is 
the one for whom he was making the path straight. Yet his simple statement 
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‘He must increase, but I must decrease’ (v. 30, ESV) gets to the heart of what 
ministry should all be about. 

For me, this has been the hardest leadership lesson ever. Several years 
ago, my own agency, which had been a market leader, suddenly lost a sub-
stantial part of its support base and key personnel. I had spent a lot of time 
helping other agencies in the spirit of cooperation and wanting the best 
for them – all good Christian attitudes. However, those agencies suddenly 
started to attract the funding that had previously come our way and sev-
eral people moved to work for the competition at a higher rate of pay. My 
own agency looked like it might not survive. Was this poor leadership on my 
part? I remember crying as my world collapsed, and at that low moment 
God spoke almost audibly: ‘You must decrease that I might increase.’ It was 
a hard lesson, but strangely liberating and life-changing. ‘Whatever you do, 
do it all for the glory of God’ (1 Corinthians 10:31).

Guidelines
Consider which of the following presents the greatest challenge for you. 
Pray about it and ask friends to help you grow into it.

• There is much excellent leadership material around today. However, 
we need to reflect especially on the scriptural examples of leadership 
where the basis of leadership is very different to that in wider society. 
‘Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life 
of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant 
offering and sacrifice to God’ (Ephesians 5:1–2). Our example should be 
such that we can confidently say, ‘Be imitators of me as I am of Christ’ 
(1 Corinthians 11:1, ESV). 

• We need to be open-hearted with all and know people well enough so 
that we can get alongside with love. Yes, it is about sacrifice and laying 
down our lives, but only by being loving friends. At the great Edinburgh 
missionary conference in 1910, Revd V.S. Azariah from South India con-
cluded: ‘Through all the ages to come, the Indian Church will rise up in 
gratitude to attest the heroism and self-denying labours of the mission-
ary body. You have given your goods to feed the poor. You have given 
your bodies to be burned. We also ask for love. Give us FRIENDS!’
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• Leaders need to keep themselves fresh and full of the joy of the Lord. 
Leadership is full of pressure, but that pressure needs to be that of 
feeling responsibility for others’ welfare. If dependence on prayer was 
important to Jesus, how much more to us?  We need to be constantly 
learning from others, never ever thinking that we have arrived because 
we have achieved this or that. We need to sit at the feet of children and 
learn from them.

Perhaps, though, our greatest challenge is to consider what motivates us 
to lead. Ministry is not about success, nor is it about building the largest 
church or the best agency, attracting the most donations or preaching the 
greatest sermon. It is about seeing God alone glorified, even if our part is 
never seen or acknowledged, or even if what we have done seems to have 
been destroyed.
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