
God looks on the heart

While leadership resources abound in talk of personal charisma
and professionalism, the New Testament anchors spiritual
influence exclusively to a godly life! The great Charles Haddon

Spurgeon once said, “Let us aspire to saintliness of spirit and character. I
am persuaded that the greatest power we can get over our fellow-men is the
power which comes of consecration and holiness.”1 Indeed, where
spiritual virtue is highest, our influence yields eternal fruit and not some
earthly substitute. The power of our influence grows out of the soil of a
deep devotion to Christ. In 2 Timothy 2:21, the apostle Paul ties spiritual
usefulness directly to the absence of wickedness. He states that God’s
leaders will have eternal impact when they are “vessel[s] for honorable use,
set apart as holy, useful to the master of the house, ready for every good
work.” To put it succinctly, usefulness is next to godliness!

Two years ago, while perusing the bookstore at a conference for church
leaders, I noticed a new book on biblical counseling. Excitedly, I picked it
up, hoping to gain another worthy resource for my church’s ministry.
Recognizing the name of one of the authors, however, I quickly put the
volume back on the shelf with no further interest, remembering that his
moral life was riddled with multiple affairs. I was further shocked to find
this same man teaching at a Christian university, seemingly without
consequence. Why is it that we have allowed men to speak into the life of
the church in spite of their reproachable conduct? Is it because we cannot
live without their instruction? Are they so gifted that we believe it
irresponsible not to give them a platform? Spiritual credibility springs from
a holy and pure life. Righteousness may not get the popular vote, but it
should have no rivals in the preparation of an effective leader. From the
pulpit to the pew, nothing is more stabilizing, more admirable, more
compelling among the leadership qualifications than our personal
holiness.

Reality ministry and the absence of shame
There is much confusion today being caused by some evangelical leaders
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who tell us that if we are ever going to reach the next generation, we must
totally immerse ourselves in the unholy elements of the subculture around
us. We’re told that the fleshly passions, worldly practices, sensual interests,
and sexually explicit speech of lost people shouldn’t be a barrier to the
gospel. They claim that if we are truly “missional-minded,” we should
wholeheartedly engage in such behavior, thereby letting unbelievers know
that we’re just like them in every way—that character transformation and
holy living are not essential to truly knowing Jesus! Those who vigorously
promote this idea have brought these elements into the leadership of the
church. Contrary to what the New Testament says about pastors and
shepherds being “above reproach” in their moral character (1 Tim. 3:2),
today’s “relevance” gurus think nothing of standing before a congregation
in a worship service and smothering the sermon in salacious speech and
explicit vulgarity for the sake of a laugh!

What’s worse is that entire congregations seem invigorated by the most
graphic content possible, as though regularly violating their basic sense of
propriety will have no serious effect on discernment! Perhaps I’m naïve,
but if the saving gospel of Christ’s forgiveness is the true goal of
evangelism, wouldn’t we take great pains to demonstrate its power over
sin, carnal lust, and temptation? What does it mean to reach a lost soul for
Jesus Christ if their lostness is merely that they haven’t yet added Jesus to
their already immoral lifestyles? Are we offering unbelievers a gospel that
actually frees them from idolatry and impurity, or one that simply
redefines such destructive bondage as “normal” and therefore trivial to
God’s work of salvation? As I wrote to one concerned friend, “Welcome to
the wacky world of post-evangelical church life!”

These trends are far from being a sign that the church has come of age in
its ability to impact the world for Jesus Christ. The truth is that such
behavior signals a wholesale abandonment of the Christian disciplines
necessary for true sanctification. The personal study of God’s Word and
sitting under powerful preaching are supernatural means by which the
Spirit transforms our minds and characters. Giving, prayer, meditation,
corporate worship, evangelism, spiritual service, and fasting all play a vital
role in our becoming holy. Many of today’s young evangelical leaders are
the product, not of sanctifying disciplines, but of our culture’s obsession
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with shameless sensuality. The pursuit of personal holiness doesn’t even
appear on their radars. They seem energized by sensuality rather than by
becoming vessels “set apart as holy, useful to the master … ready for every
good work” (2 Tim. 2:21).

I see a parallel between the raw, out-in-the-open, undignified antics of
post-evangelical ministry and the normalizing of reality TV, in which the
shameless airing of human “dirty laundry” is no longer shocking. It’s no
secret that our culture and the media are consumed with the idea that
stripping people of their dignity on national television is great
entertainment. When severe suffering, coarse emotion, gross exposure,
and even humiliation before a mocking crowd launch prime-time ratings
through the roof, something is dreadfully wrong! We have reality shows
that are actually defined by putting cameras into the “private” worlds of
troubled and very afflicted people, capturing all the undignified behavior
and vulgarity, while viewers relax with chips and soda for an evening of
raw entertainment. Even the on-screen participants seem to glory in
flaunting their trashed lives in front of a watching world. Our society
readily forks out millions of dollars to watch movies that glorify the
immature, destructive exploits of incorrigible youth, all without the
slightest hint of shame. Such entertainment has a dumbing-down effect on
our sensibilities and consciences. The church is suffering from
overexposure to these things, and Christians are losing their ability to
discern between good and evil (1 Thes. 5:21; Heb. 5:14). All this lowbrow,
prime-time sensuality results in a new church environment in which the
lowest common spiritual character is deemed “normal” for believers.
Anyone striving to be holy is quickly labeled “irrelevant,” because, after
all, “no real Christian today can live like that!” Thomas Murphy, in his
classic work Pastoral Theology, pointedly spoke of the power of godly
moral character with the following challenge to future leaders:

It is beyond all question that this eminent piety is before everything else in preparation
for the duties of the sacred office. It is before talents, or learning, or study, or favorable
circumstances, or skill in working, or power in sermonizing. It is needed to give
character and tone and strength to all these, and to every other part of the work.
Without this elevated spirituality nothing else will be of much account in producing a
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permanent and satisfactory ministry. All else will be like erecting a building without a
foundation … Oh that at the very beginning this could be deeply impressed upon the
hearts of young ministers! … Without it success in the holy office is not to be expected.2

Without the fervent pursuit of godliness, preaching loses all authority,
discipleship becomes cold duty, and prayer is hypocrisy.

“Fashionable” leaders
When spiritual influence is driven, not by character first, but by the “curb
appeal” of popular trends and superficial attractiveness, God’s people
suffer for generations! First Samuel records the destructive trail of Israel’s
failure to long for a leader after God’s own heart when choosing a king.
Before Saul’s appointment as monarch, the people had looked exclusively
to the Lord for protection, guidance, and preservation through the
leadership of Samuel, God’s choice servant of indisputable character
(1 Sam. 7:8–12). But as they became fearful of man and enamored with the
apparent security and power of other nations, their hearts plunged into
arrogant presumption and they demanded a leader of their own choosing.
Samuel warned Israel of such foolish thinking, but they quickly dismissed
God’s valuation of kingly readiness and sought a man after the fashion of
the day. They would not risk following a primarily spiritual leader if it
meant a greater vulnerability to their enemies. After all, exclusive
dependence upon God had made life very difficult, and the people were
forsaking their confidence in God’s protection and provision. Character
would eventually make Israel’s list of desired qualities, but the top
candidate needed first to measure up to the cultural ideal. Their main
concern was to find an internationally respectable monarch in order to
blend in with the surrounding cultures (“a king to judge us like all the
nations,” 1 Sam. 8:5). In their pride they had been envious of other nations
whose leaders were regarded as the standard of powerful influence and
skill.

This is not unlike today’s notion that strong leadership is the ability to
attract the attention of the mob and wield influence. Crowds may be
mobilized, managed, and inspired to achieve a goal, but without the rudder
of moral virtue people are dashed on the rocks of pride and turf-battles.
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