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“Whoever does the will of God abides forever.”
—1 JOHN 2 :17

“An authentic Christian leader is spiritual. His 
character represents the qualities of Christ.”

—BRUCE  FONG
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Chapter One

ON ASSIGNMENT  
FROM GOD

All of us have at one time or another been embarrassed  
because we’ve made a wrong assumption. For example, 

when Bryndan, our youngest son, was a teenager, I disciplined 
him for something that I just knew he had done. In fact I was so 
sure that he had done it that I wouldn’t even allow him to give me 
an explanation. Based on the circumstances and his past behav-
ior, I couldn’t possibly be wrong, and I wasn’t about to let him off 
the hook. So I lowered the boom! I put him on restriction and 
told him that I hoped he learned his lesson.

But as it turned out, I was the one who needed to learn a les-
son. Our oldest daughter came to me and explained what really 
happened and let me know that he didn’t do what I thought he 
did. I was embarrassed, and I had to apologize to my son.

As I look back on this experience, it’s obvious that I made a 
wrong assumption based on the wrong information. I didn’t have 
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a clear picture of what was going on—I had the wrong perspec-
tive. I disciplined my son because I thought I saw behavior that 
was consistent with what I had seen in the past. If I had let him 
give me his explanation and then checked it out, I would have 
seen it in a different light.

I needed to get a different perspective in order to come to an 
accurate assessment, a right conclusion.

In the same way, we need the right perspective as we approach 
the subject of leadership. This sounds so simple, and the influence 
of our culture is so pervasive that few of us take the time to ques-
tion just how modern ways of thinking cloud our minds and warp 
our view of true biblical leadership.

For example, as a young man I had the privilege of meeting a 
Christian leader I greatly admired. I enjoyed spending time with 
him, but the more I listened to him, the more concerned I be-
came. At one point he said, “When people begin to recognize you 
and you get to where I am at, there’s a lot of leverage in the author-
ity I have.”

It rattled me—here was a man God had used over the years 
to lead people into His kingdom, and now it seemed like he was 
more concerned with exerting his power and influence than he 
was about following God’s priorities. There was a hollow ring to 
his words—his ministry was focused too much on him. After I 
left him I prayed, “God, don’t let me be like him.”

K E Y  P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  L E A D E R S H I P

As I have watched, read, studied, interacted with leaders, and 
experienced leadership through more than fifty years of minis-
try, I have come to embrace a few guiding, fundamental per-
spectives concerning distinctively Christian leadership. These 
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perspectives in my mind represent a starting point that will be 
very helpful in our approach to leadership. There are six of them:

First, adjusting to the phases and seasons of life and ministry. Gen-
erally speaking, I think you can identify three phases or segments 
in the life and development of a leader. Once again, these are gen-
eralizations, and in a sense they represent the maturing process 
that we should all experience. However, they have particular ap-
plication to our growing fruitfulness and impact as leaders. These 
phases are in approximately twenty-year segments. I have identi-
fied them as learning, leveraging, and leaving.

Learning (approximately age 20–40). This is a time when we 
are laying the foundation upon which the stability and strength of 
our future will be built, especially our approach to the tasks and 
assignments God will bring to us. During this time we are gain-
ing a fuller appreciation of both who we are and who we are not. 
We are experiencing the gift of success and at times forced to em-
brace the gift of failure. Beliefs and convictions are being shaped, 
we cross paths with people who will be vital to our unfolding story, 
and our perspective is being brought into clearer focus.

But this is also a season in which we need to guard against pre-
maturely typecasting ourselves. In other words, we need to stay 
open and responsive to God shaping us into who and what He 
wants us to be—rather than restricting our growth and develop-
ment by reminding God of who we are and how we are wired. 
Also, this is a time when we need to resist the temptation of al-
lowing our dreams and vision of the future to take us away from 
the present. As noble and right as those dreams may be, we can’t 
minister where we are not. I confess that my impatience during 
this season in my life caused me to miss out on some of the fruit 
that God had for me and a fuller appreciation of the opportuni-
ties right in front of me.
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Leveraging (approximately age 40–60). By this time you have 
experienced some successes as well as some knocks and bruises 
along the way. But you are still standing. God has sustained you. 
You know your gifts, talents, and abilities, and you have a growing 
security in who you are. You also know who you are not and you 
are less insecure about your limitations and inadequacies. Knowl-
edge and experience have merged to produce a growing wisdom 
that gives ballast to who you are and discernment concerning the 
choices and decisions before you. What you have learned from 
age 20–40 has coalesced with the opportunities at your feet.

However, we need to be careful that we don’t get pulled into 
complacency. Typically, this is the most fruitful (at least out-
wardly) time in our lives. But success has a way of lulling us to 
sleep. We can begin to coast. We forget that diligence, faithful-
ness, and a commitment to growth was used by God to translate 
dreams into reality, much like the football team that spends too 
much time basking in the glories of last year’s championship sea-
son. Now they think that they can cut corners and still win. As the 
saying goes, they’re in for a rude awakening.

Leaving (approximately age 60+). What I mean by leaving is 
not that we check out and spend all of our time on a golf course 
or wasting hours in front of some screen. No, like Caleb in the 
Scriptures, we are committed to finishing the race. But the focus 
has shifted. By this time we have embraced the reality (or at least 
we should have) that we have more out of the rearview mirror 
than we have road in front of us. We have accumulated a truck-
load of life experiences. We have learned some valuable lessons 
and now we are the composite picture of all that we have con-
fronted and that has been deposited in us—adversity, successes, 
and failures. Through it all we have come to know the difference 
between a trend and a fad. We know and appreciate that which is 
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noble, what is timelessly, refreshingly always right. We are called 
to place this in the hands of the next generation. We have a desire to 
encourage them and help prepare them for a time that we cannot 
see. This is what I mean by leaving. What a privilege.

One of the saddest things to witness is those who refuse to 
make the adjustment. As the saying goes, we become the ceiling 
for the next generation of leaders rather than the stable, strong 
floor that supports them.

What season are you in? Let me encourage you to embrace it.
Second, we must fight the encroaching secularization both of Chris-

tianity in general and Christian leadership in particular. As leaders 
we ought to be students of our culture, but we need to be discern-
ing. We must learn to recognize worldviews and approaches that 
are human-centered rather than God-centered. Yes, by all means 
passionately search for principles and approaches that will help us 
advance His cause, but in the process let’s make sure that we edit 
our findings through the grid of the Word of God.

The word secular comes from the Latin, meaning nonsacred. To 
be secular means that you don’t believe God is foundational—He 
is not at the center. It doesn’t necessarily mean that you are an athe-
ist or agnostic. It just means that God is pushed out to the edges of 
consideration, and day-to-day operations are done from priorities 
and philosophies that reflect a human-centered agenda rather than 
a God-centered one.

We live in a Western culture that worships materialism and 
achievement. In our businesses and even in our churches, we think 
something is wrong if we aren’t meeting our quarterly or yearly 
growth projections. We measure success by how much money 
we bring in or by how many people fill our worship services and 
Sunday school classes. This man-centered philosophy cannot help 
but influence our view of leadership. We look for leaders who 
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can achieve the type of growth we expect, but we don’t consider 
whether or not that growth reflects God’s priorities.

There is a powerful, almost irresistible undertow that comes 
with worldly success. Over the years I’ve observed an unsettling 
pattern among many leaders who develop a track record as a win-
ner. When they hear people applaud them and tell them how won-
derful they are . . . when high-profile people take and return their 
calls . . . when they begin believing they are something special . . . 
the success puffs them up and makes them into something differ-
ent and unpleasant.

As leaders we want to get things done; we want results. And we 
should! This gives us a bent toward the pragmatic. However, we 
need to make sure that the truths and approaches we import and 
adopt are not contaminated. They should be consistent with what 
the Scriptures teach. The Word of God should be the rule, the stan-
dard for everything we are and do. What we believe, how we think, 
and how we act should be governed by our biblical framework.

Third, as a result of adopting human-centered values, we’ve made 
too much of leadership. I can hear you saying, “Then why are you 
writing this book?” and “Didn’t you just say in the introduction 
that nothing of lasting value ever happens without leadership?”

Remember that my purpose for this book is to call us back to 
what the Bible emphasizes as core to true Christian leadership. 
And though leadership is crucial, it was never meant to be a status 
symbol or a personal statement of worth and value. The one who 
leads is no more important than the person who faithfully serves in 
obscurity. We have all been created in the image of God and given 
work to do. It is not the position that adds value to us as people—
we were created with value and worth.

In our culture we have pumped up the idea of position so much 
that we risk sending a message that a person hasn’t maximized his 
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life unless he is moving up the corporate ladder or is recognized 
as a leader in our church or community. Upwardly mobile parents 
brag that they are raising their children to be leaders, and they send 
these children to schools that boast they are “building leaders for 
tomorrow.”

We need to stop making idols out of leaders and stop idolizing 
the position of leadership. We need to turn down the volume and 
put leadership in context. As followers of Christ, we should not 
parrot a culture that celebrates image, stature, and position, nor 
should we tout leadership as the pathway to recognition and fame.

Fourth, we must avoid preferring competence over character. Often 
a leader is appointed because of “what he brings to the table”—his 
skills and experience, his eloquence, his forcefulness and determi-
nation, his vision, his charisma, his ability to get results. But what 
about his walk with God? What about his family life? What about 
his character?

We tend to ignore character flaws and even sin in the life of a 
leader because of his more worldly leadership skills. Do we really 
want to risk all that he’s doing for us by confronting him about sin? 
So for the sake of results and “competence,” we give the leader a 
pass, rationalize and put a favorable spin on the issues or situation, 
and for the time being we declare, “life is good.”

But maybe life is not good. Sooner or later problems will be ap-
parent in both the leader and the people who are affected by his 
leadership. Simply stated, God never ignores or excuses sin. It’s 
good to be good at what you do and it’s a blessing to be admired 
and respected. But the growing competence and admiration are no 
substitute for the consistent nurture of your soul and the commit-
ment to overcoming sin and pursuing Christlikeness as the focused 
theme of our lives.

Fifth, we ultimately live and therefore lead before an audience of one. 
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Our motivation should be the glory of God. We should love Him 
more than anything, and all we do should be an expression of 
that love relationship. This includes how we lead and should be 
our motivation for leading. It is what John meant when he said 
in 1 John 2:15–17: “Do not love the world or the things in the 
world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in 
him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the 
desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the Father but 
is from the world. And the world is passing away along with its 
desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever.” The 
love of the Father and not the love of the world (the secular) 
must be our focus.

My heart is grieved and broken over the number of Christian 
leaders who have been seduced by lights and the stage. When we 
start sharing the stage with God, eventually He lets us know—usu-
ally in a very memorable way—that He doesn’t do variety shows 
and He’s not into cohosting what He wants done in human history.

When we as leaders downplay the prominence of our walk and 
relationship with God, and underemphasize godly character, the 
Word of God, and prayer in relationship to His call for our lives, 
we shouldn’t be surprised when we get leaders whose résumés are  
crammed with accomplishments but who have impoverished souls.

Sixth, distinctive Christian leadership must be defined by the assign-
ments given to us by God. Recently I saw a definition of leadership 
that does a good job of summarizing the world’s view: “Leadership 
is the art of getting other people to do what you want.” But by its 
very nature, Christian leadership is different.

God’s view of success is very different from that of the world. 
The world looks at numbers, at growth, at influence and power. 
But God looks at the human heart and is in the business of draw-
ing people to Him. God gives us assignments and gives us the 
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responsibility of leading others to implement that work. To be 
a leader is a sacred trust.

And here’s the key: God’s priorities are so different, so su-
pernatural, that only He can fulfill them . . . and He works pre-
dominantly through leaders who remember that truth.

T H E  N AT U R E  O F  G O D ’ S  A S S I G N M E N T S

I believe God will make His will known to the believer who 
follows Him, and He will use that believer to accomplish some 
amazing things. What we easily forget is that these assignments 
are impossible for us to fulfill in our own power, because they are 
spiritual in nature.

Look at the final words of Christ before He ascended to heaven. 
Matthew 28:19–20 records that He told the disciples, “Go there-
fore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I commanded you; and behold, I am with 
you always, even to the end of the age.”

This directive is rightly called the Great Commission, and it’s 
pretty intimidating if you think about it. Look, for example, at the 
phrases “make disciples of all the nations” and “teaching them to 
observe all that I commanded you.”

Have you ever considered that you don’t have the power to 
make even one disciple, let alone disciples in all the nations?

Have you considered that you can teach someone all the Scrip-
ture, help him grow in his faith, and model what it’s like to walk 
with Christ, but you don’t have the ability to make that person 
follow God?

Only God has the power to change lives. And that’s why it is 
comforting that Jesus ended His commission with the words, 
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“and behold, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”
The real irony is that God’s assignments involve changing 

your life as a leader just as much as they involve changing the 
people you want to reach. God is constantly at work in building 
your character—making you more like Christ. He wants to build 
your faith as He works through you and as you encounter Him. 
I thought it interesting to note that Robert Lewis, a friend and 
former pastor, told me, “It was in leading that I encountered God 
the most. I saw in powerful ways His power to change lives, open 
doors, fulfill His promises.”

Another distinctive feature of God’s assignments is that they 
ultimately bring Him the glory. Leaders should not be obsessed 
with or defined by the position they occupy but by the assign-
ment they have been given and the contribution they are making. 
Accolades may come, but the motivation for accomplishment is 
rooted in self-sacrifice and the faithful execution of the mission. 
If this brings recognition, then leaders should be humbly grateful 
for it, give the glory to God, and leverage the increased stature to 
do even more.

It’s easy to lose your way in Christian leadership. If you lose 
sight of God’s priorities, His assignments, then you lose sight of 
what type of leader is needed to fulfill those assignments.

But when you are attuned to God’s direction and committed to 
fulfilling His assignments, you’re on the right track. “It cannot be 
done without Him,” says Gary Rosberg, who works with his wife, 
Barbara, in a ministry to strengthen marriages. “Barb and I are in 
so far over our heads that to bring a smidgeon of self would scare 
the snot out of me. If He doesn’t lead, I am not going. When He 
does lead, I can’t resist going. When we see Him glorified in what 
we are doing, we know we are on the right road.”

Godly leaders are passionate about effecting change. But they 
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understand that the way to produce lasting impact is by staying 
the same. I’m talking about the same spiritual passion, fervor, and 
commitment to the lordship of Christ—the same commitment 
to keep the spiritual disciplines the priority and core of all that we 
are and all that we do. The same commitment to talk and live by 
the timeless, eternal values and truths from the Word of God that 
have transformed our lives.

In other words: the same commitment to fulfilling God’s  
assignments.

NOTES ON LEADERSHIP

What are the qualities of an authentic Christian leader?

MICHAEL LITTLE: “Humility; inner strength (from God’s Spirit); compassion; 
knowledge of the required topic versus faking it.”

KAREN LORITTS: “Humility; a servant’s heart; confident in God’s assignment; 
a good listener, patient; wisdom used in communication; good reputation 
among peers, even critics; biblically literate; culturally aware.”

BOB GERNDT: “Abiding in and depending on God; under the authority of God; 
humility; compassion; love for God’s Word; vision; burden for the lost and for 
the flock; the gift of leadership.”

ROBERT LEWIS: “Knowing who I am and who I’m not (the latter is maybe 
even more important than the former . . . you need to build off your weaknesses 
and not your strengths); availability and a sensitivity to the Holy Spirit; a 
win-win spirit (you most enjoy others winning, not yourself); good marriage; 
accountable.”
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BRUCE FONG: “Humility . . . authoritative . . . confident of God’s will through 
knowledge of the Scripture and [they] represent truth with their life closely 
reflecting Christ. A Christian leader is sacrificial. They will do whatever it takes 
to achieve, inspire, and direct others to accomplish what God is directing to 
be done.”

BILL MCCARTNEY: “A leader has a call of God on his life to lead. He surrounds 
himself with yielded, Spirit-filled staff and he serves them.”

GEORGE MURRAY: “A close daily walk with God; spending time in His Word 
and in prayer; having a godly, supportive spouse; leading by influence and 
example, not just by position or title; decisiveness; humility; willingness to 
sacrifice personal prominence for the sake of the whole.”

HANS FINZEL: “Humility; transparency; flexibility; lifelong learning; a family 
and marriage that are of good reputation.”

JIM REESE: “Must be a servant—willing to serve, do what you would ask 
others and demonstrate it not just talk it; a person of character—live your life 
in a way honoring to God, where you can be trusted.”

KEN BEHR: “A humble spirit; a heart for people; a hunger for the Word of God.”

JOE STOWELL: “Living a life that is worthy of respect, by living as an exemplary 
leader in five areas: words, conduct (particularly my conduct in regard to 
women, work, and wealth), love, faith, and purity!”

DWIGHT MCKISSICK: “Calling, character, competence, and capacity.”

RIC CANNADA: “Humble; determined; godly; listens well to those around him; 
willing to make and stand by hard decisions; gracious; winsome.”
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TIM KIMMEL:
• 	“A humble heart—a reverence for God and a respect for others.
• 	A grateful heart—an appreciation for what he has been given and who has 

given it.
• 	A generous heart—a great delight in sharing with others what God has 

entrusted to him.
• 	A servant’s heart—a willingness to take action in order to help bring the best 

out of everyone around him.”
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