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Following the Leader • Hebrews 13:7

Until we decide to surrender to the
leadership of Jesus Christ, we are
not truly “Christian” in the New
Testament sense of the word.

My older brother Paul is a pastor in New Jer-
sey, not too far from New York City. But earlier
in his ministry he was an itinerant evangelist.
After a church meeting one night, a lady in the
congregation came up to him and asked if he
would be willing to come over to her home for
some refreshments. She explained that it was a
rather complex trip to her home and, rather than
giving him directions, she suggested that maybe
it would be better if he would just follow her from
the church parking lot to her house.

They agreed to that, but unfortunately my
brother was somewhat careless in following the
right lady in the right car out of the parking lot.
At first the car he was following seemed to drive
at a normal pace, but then it started going faster
and faster. Since he had no directions, he had to
keep up with her, so he drove faster and faster,
too. Finally, the car he was following pulled into
a driveway, went into the garage, and the door
instantly shut behind it.

He thought that wasn’t the most courteous
way to welcome him, but he got out of his car
and walked up to the door. When he rang the bell,
a man answered the door with a cowering wife
hiding behind him waiting to see what would
happen. Since he hadn’t met the husband, he just
assumed that it was the right wife hiding behind
the husband, and he walked on in.

The wife had been at
that particular church
service, and she was de-
lighted to find out that at
least the person that was
following her was the
pastor who had been at
the service that night. He
thought she looked somewhat different, but he
had met a lot of people that night and he couldn’t
quite remember what the woman had looked like.

He went into the living room and sat down.
The man and his wife followed behind sat down,
too. The conversation was a bit awkward and fi-
nally she asked if Paul would like some coffee

or something. He thought that was rather strange
because that was specifically why she had in-
vited him over to the house, but he said he would.
She went into the kitchen and came back in a
little while with some coffee and some meager
snacks.

After an uncomfortable period of time, they
fortunately stumbled onto the mistake. They soon
sent Paul on his way after making the appropri-
ate telephone calls to the right home where a
somewhat distraught hostess was waiting for
him.

Now, in his case, it was embarrassing and
humorous—at least now after a long period of
time has gone by—to follow the wrong leader.
But in many cases following the wrong leader is
devastating and tragic.

As children we all played the game Follow
the Leader, and as adults we have discovered, if
we’re smart, that following the leader is a nec-
essary part of life. You really can’t live life with-
out following leaders. It is simply impossible to
function in ordinary life making all of the deci-
sions ourselves, doing all the things that have to
be done. So we must delegate authority others
who will lead us.

Following the leader is a particularly Chris-
tian principle. Until we decide to surrender to
the leadership of Jesus Christ, we are not truly

“Christian” in the New Testa-
ment sense of the word.

But beyond that, we are
taught in the Bible that we are
responsible as Christians not
only to follow the divine lead-
ership of Jesus Christ, but also
to follow human leaders as well.

Hebrews 13:7 says, “Remember your lead-
ers, who spoke the word of God to you. Con-
sider the outcome of their way of life and imi-
tate their faith.” Verse 17 says, “Obey your lead-
ers and submit to their authority. They keep watch
over you as men who must give an account.”
And verse 24 tells us, “Greet all your leaders
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and all God’s people.” Here and elsewhere in the
New Testament and in the Old Testament we, as
Christians, are instructed to follow, to obey, to
greet and to remember human Christian leaders.

Some people, though, go to extremes in this
business of following leaders. A stereotypical
example is that of Jim Jones and the people in
Jones Town in Guyana in South America. They
followed their leader to the point of taking their
own lives by drinking Kool-Aid containing cya-
nide. That was following to a fault.

At the other extreme are those who do not
follow at all, who are so bent on independence
that they disregard what the Bible says and dis-
regard the value of human leadership. They are
unwilling to submit to the authority of others.

The Bible teaches us, as Christians, to fol-
low leaders, but that does not mean that we are
to follow blindly. Hebrews 13:7 describes the
kind of leaders that we are to follow. The first
and most important test of Christian leaders is
that they must speak the word of God. It is some-
times easy to be deceived by people who have a
religious aura about them, but who never actu-
ally get around to speaking the word of God.

Some years ago a church leader entered into
a discussion with a church member over a con-
troversial decision that was before the church.
The church leader said, “Why don’t we sit down
together and let’s see what the Bible has to say
about this.” Tragically, that church member said,
“Let’s not bring the Bible into this!”

What a sad commentary!
But it’s not just a matter of saying it; it’s also

a matter of saying it all. When the Apostle Paul
said goodbye to the people in the church at
Ephesis in Acts 20:27, he said, “I have not hesi-
tated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.”
Paul was saying that the mark of his ministry
during those three years when he was in Ephesis
was that he not only said it, but he said it all.

The kind of leader we are to follow proclaims
the word of God from beginning to end - the
whole counsel of God. The kind of leader we are
to follow is one who, like Martin Luther, is will-
ing to put his life in jeopardy in order to declare
the whole counsel of God.

When Martin Luther was called before the
Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire and was
instructed to recant, Luther said, “Unless con-
vinced by the Holy Scriptures or by clear rea-
sons from other sources, I cannot recant. My con-
science is a prisoner to God’s word.” It’s no won-
der that people followed him as a great spiritual
leader. He not only said it, but he was willing to
say it all, whether they liked it or not.

When following a Christian leader, when
picking a church, when listening to a preacher,
the issue is whether or not that leader says the
whole counsel of God.

Still, that’s not all of it. It’s saying it, and it’s
saying it all, and it’s saying it right.

Some Christian leaders, unfortunately, do not
always get it straight. They twist the Bible to
make it say what they want it to say. Therefore,
we must beware of Bible teachers and leaders
who take a Bible verse and use that as a jumping
off place to fit their own thinking rather than re-
lying on divine teaching.

The leader to follow is the one who is not
afraid to have everything that he or she says tested
against the word of God. That means that we have
to take the Bible seriously. We have to check the
Bible all the time. We have to know what’s in it
from Genesis to Revelation. We need to go home
after church and check out what we heard taught.
We need to spend our lives learning the Bible.
We must discover the truths in the Bible and then
seek to test those who would be leaders over us
by what we discover in the word of God and what
they say from and about the word of God. Fol-
low the leader who speaks the word of God - the
one who says it and says it all and says it right.
We cannot settle for less!

In Hebrews 13:7 there is a second character-
istic of the kind of leaders we should follow. This
time it’s leaders whose lives check out. The mean-
ing according to Hebrews 13:7 is that we are to
examine their lives again and again. The Chris-
tian leader to be followed is the one whose life
has been checked out, has been examined and
examined thoroughly. It’s an ongoing process.

If you were to drive your car from Los An-
geles to New York City, you would fill the tank
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The leader to follow is the one who

is not afraid to have everything that

he or she says tested against the word

of God.

and check the oil and measure the tread in the
tires before you left Los Angeles. But you would
be a fool if you don’t check your car again until
you arrive at your destination. You must continu-
ally stop and check the oil and replace the air
filter and check the tread on the tires—it’s an
ongoing examination process. And so it is with
the Christian leaders we follow.

From a Christian leader’s point of view, that
isn’t always pleasant. It’s not easy to constantly
have other people checking out your life and ex-
amining whether what you say is consistent with
the way you live. It’s sometimes awkward to have
people looking at your family and your finances
and your speech and your lifestyle and your wit-
ness and all the other aspects of your life. But it
is a good and a necessary part of leadership.

We all know too well the frightening dan-
gers of continuing to follow a Christian leader
who goes astray, and so we must continually ex-
amine the Christian leader’s life and teaching
against the truths of the Bible.

Checking out someone’s life as to whether
or not that person practices what he or she
preaches does not mean that we are seeking per-
fection. Christian leaders are sinners, just like
everyone else. They have their weaknesses, and
they fail. But there must be a basic consistency
between what they teach and how they live.

In 1 Timothy 3:2-13, we have a specific cri-
teria which has been given to us by God for the
qualifications of spiritual leaders. The titles used
here are overseer and deacon, but the criteria can
apply to any position of leadership.

Now the overseer must be above re-
proach, the husband of but
one wife, temperate, self-
controlled, respectable,
hospitable, able to teach,
not given to drunkenness,
not violent but gentle, not
quarrelsome, not a lover of
money. He must manage
his own family well and see that his children
obey him with proper 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 repu-
tation with outsiders, so that he will not fall
into disgrace and into the devil’s trap.

Deacons, likewise, are to be men 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.

In the same way, their wives are to be
women worthy of respect, not malicious talk-
ers but temperate and trustworthy in every-
thing.

A deacon must be the husband of but one
wife and must manage his children and his
household well. Those who have served well
gain an excellent standing and great assur-
ance in their faith in Christ Jesus.
That’s not the only list in the Bible. Titus

gives us a similar list, and there are criteria spread
throughout the whole Bible that explain what God
calls us to look for when selecting Christian lead-
ers. We must take a look at that person’s life and
compare it on the basis of the criteria found in
the word of God and its consistency with the word
of God.

But really, the emphasis of the second part
of Hebrews 13:7 is on the results: “Consider the
outcome of their way of life.” The shift is from
process to product. In other words, it’s not what
the leader says that he will do, but what he does,
that counts. It’s not the splashy beginning, but

the long-term results.
And that takes time.
That’s why the Bible
emphasizes that new
Christians should not
be leaders.

There’s a third
characteristic in He-

brews 13:7 and that is that leaders live by faith.
If they live by faith, it stands to reason that they
must have faith because the verse says that we
are to “imitate their faith”. But what do we mean
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by faith?
In the Bible, the word “faith” is used in two

different ways? Faith is used, on the one hand, to
refer to doctrine or teaching. That doctrine may
include such things as the existence of God, the
virgin birth of Christ and his resurrection. The
word is also used in terms of trust, and maybe
that’s the more common way that we typically
use the word. We say that we trust in God; we
depend on God; we have confidence in him for
the circumstances of life.

We’re to imitate faith, but which one? Well,
both.

First of all, we need to look to the person
who will help us shape our individual systems of
doctrine and theology. Now, ideally, one can pick
up the Bible and read it through and come to his
or her own conclusions about what God says. It’s
great when someone can do that. I commend them
for that. But in the real world in which we live,
we are significantly impacted by the teachings
of other people. So we have to be careful whose
teaching we follow. We have to be careful who
shapes our faith, our belief systems.

“Faith” as to what we believe in, the doc-
trine or teaching we believe, is one part of all
this. But “faith” is also the act of trusting in some-
one or something. You are most blessed if you
can find in your life leaders who really live their
lives by trusting God. Men and women who do
not have to see to believe —leaders who depend
on God for the future even if, in the present, ev-
erything seems to be dark and foreboding—godly
saints who live moment by moment in depen-
dence upon God.

You can usually find such people in the dif-
ficult circumstances of life. It may be in the
shadow of death or the reverses of unemploy-
ment. Perhaps it is in the midst of a difficult mar-
riage or the aftermath of a divorce. When you
find people in difficult situations who have
learned to trust God and to take him at his word,
even when all of the evidence seems to the con-
trary, then you have found the kind of leaders
whose faith ought to be imitated! Then when you
walk through your dark places, and you will, you
will know how to behave because you’ve seen

others do it. It is these people about whom the
Bible says, “imitate their faith”.

Once again the Bible has given us the most
practical of advice. We are not to run the course
alone. We’re not to just do our own thing. God
has graciously and generously given to us lead-
ers to follow, so let’s do it—in our church, in our
homes, in our personal lives, everywhere. Let’s
do what God calls us to do. Let us follow the
leaders who speak the word of God. Let us fol-
low the leaders whose lives check out. Let us
follow the leaders who live by faith.

“Remember your leaders, who spoke the
word of God to you. Consider the outcome of
their way of life and imitate their faith.”


