The Motivation Behind Leadership

Why Do We Do What We Do?

by Gordon Ferguson

An in-depth study of motivations can be very revealing and very unsettling at the same time.  Truthfully, most of us have some mixed motivations for doing good things.  Purifying our motives in serving God and others is pretty much a lifetime project.  Personally, I find encouragement in the examples of Jesus’ disciples and their misplaced ambitions.  It is not so much that I find comfort in knowing that there are other sinners around, but in seeing that Jesus kept his vision for them in spite of their sin, with the result that they eventually changed.  Misplaced ambitions in leadership leads to a host of accompanying sins, with harsh treatment of those being led at the top of the list.  Harshness in leaders is one of the most unsavory qualities imaginable, but two of Jesus’ favorites, James and John, wanted to burn up an entire village (Luke 9:51-56).  By anyone’s definition, that would have to constitute a new realm of harshness.  Jesus did rebuke them, but he did not kick them off the team and John lived to be known as the great apostle of love.

I will say that harshness will either be repented of or Jesus will eventually take a person characterized by harshness out of leadership.  I have seen him do it in a number of situations, and have no doubt that he will always do it in time.  God sometimes chooses to use very unworthy vessels for a period to get his will accomplished, but if this kindness on his part does not induce repentance on the part of its recipient as he intends (Romans 2:4), sterner measures will be forthcoming.  If the insights gained in my own experience are accurate, God will not ultimately tolerate in his leaders at least these two qualities:  insufferable, unchecked pride, and harshness.  God seems to use leaders who have a fair amount of weaknesses (thank you, Lord), but he will not keep using those who do not take their sins seriously, repent and keep growing out of them.

Al Baird has recently been making a point about leadership from Matthew 20 that I somehow always overlooked in the passage, and yet the principle is invaluable.  After the mother of James and John had come with them to Jesus to request the leadership positions of honor (as they understood it), we find the following account:

When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers.  Jesus called them together and said, "You know that the 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 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.  (Matthew 20:24-28).

Several lessons must be learned from this account.  One, all of the apostles were struggling with worldly views of leadership.  The ten who heard about the request of the other two were indignant, not with righteous indignation over the two brothers’ sins, but with worldly indignation prompted by their own egoistic ambitions for those supposed seats of honor.  Two, not only is it wrong to lord it over those whom we lead, but it is wrong to exercise authority.  This is precisely the point that I had previously overlooked.  What does it mean to exercise authority?  It means to appeal to it as a means of inducing people to submit to your leadership.  For example, the Bible does teach that the husband is the head of the wife (Ephesians 5:22-25).  However, if the husband has to appeal to that authority, then he has already lost his case.  Either his leadership influence brings about voluntary submission on the part of the wife, or he has lost his leadership – pure and simple.  Hence, the leader in the church that somehow boasts of his position or uses that position to exert himself over others has joined the ranks of the worldly whom Jesus strongly condemns.  

Three, we see that true greatness of leadership is determined not by how many are “under” our leadership, but by how many we serve as leaders.  And let me say a word about that service.  As you see from the passage, the serving here was of the most demeaning variety, the washing of feet, a gesture of hospitality normally performed by a household slave.  We leaders can stay very busy doing good things, but we often limit the good things to those tasks which are easiest for us rather than those which call us out of our comfort zone.  Further, we may find it far more convenient to serve certain types than others.  Jesus was clearly most attracted to the needs of the downtrodden in society; we may be attracted to the persons of those at the other end of the scale.  Let’s all evaluate ourselves on this important point, for worldly views and use of leadership are not restricted to those early disciples.

How Do You Spell Success?

Americans seem to be obsessed with success to the point that it has been exalted almost to the status of godhood, something to be achieved at nearly any cost.  Why are we so driven to achieve?  In many cases, I am convinced that our insecurities about ourselves are the root cause.
  We are trying to prove ourselves through performance so that others will be impressed with us, thinking we then will feel better about King Self.  This issue is not easy to understand in any one of us, precisely because we do have purer motives interspersed with the worldly ambitions.  However, we do need to be aware of some of the warning signs of worldly ambition.  Although this is not intended to be any type of conclusive list, it will get you started in examining your own motives.  Do you often have:  a heightened fear of failure; an intense spirit of competition; an emotional downness when you lose even a friendly competition; a compelling desire to be the best at something, not simply good at it; a strong need for public recognition; an envy or jealousy toward others who are lifted up when you are not; etc. (make out your own list)?  Why do you do what you do?

How do you determine success in ministry?  For the most part, numerical growth is our main gauge of success.  In fact, we may be afraid to say that our group is growing spiritually, and should therefore soon begin growing more numerically.  That comment would be seen as a cop-out to some.  But as one ministry friend of mine stated, “When growth becomes god, God is God no longer.”  Let me venture out a bit further on the thin ice of self-examination.  One of our most firmly established traditions concerns our use of statistics and numbers.  From the outset, let me say that accountability and evaluation are an essential part of any healthy organization.  The deeper issue is how we use the numbers in measuring success, and how we use them to motivate God’s children.  

For a number of years, I have been concerned about how we motivate the church to be committed and to evangelize.  If we use the wrong type motivation, it begins to work like a drug, in that it takes a bigger and bigger “hit” to get the same result, and eventually, you cannot get the same result no matter how hard you push.  I have been convinced for years that we would reach that point motivating people if we did not get more biblical in our motivation.  In writing my book Revolution, an exposition of Acts, I was struck with the content of the early preachers’ message.  Almost exclusively, the emphasis was on Deity – God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  This led me to think about the emphases in Paul’s writing.  About half of each of his letters was also on the theme of Deity, and the other half was about loving each other in God’s family.  Little was ever said directly about the need to evangelize, and little was said about specific numbers of growth.

The only baptism numbers mentioned in the whole New Testament are in Acts 2:41 (about 3000) and Acts 4:4 (about 5000 men).  That’s it, folks – no mas.  Did the apparent lack of emphasis on calling people to evangelize mean that the Great Commission was not important to the early church or that they had little success in growing the church?  Hardly.  What becomes apparent is that evangelism was much more a by-product of their emphasis on God and love than a direct focus.  I don’t have many conversations with anyone in which I don’t talk about my wife, my children and their mates (our children through marriage) and our grandchildren.  No one tells me to share about them, but I share out of the overflow of the heart.  The early Christians seemed to have this same response in their relationship to God.  In Peter’s words, “For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20).  What had they seen and heard?  In a word, Jesus.  He was the focus of their life and message.  They were certainly not gurus of the “grow and succeed” philosophy, and yet they grew.  It was a matter of focus.

Martin Luther had a flaw in his theology about the covenants (Old and New Testaments), in my opinion, but he understood one truth that we vitally need to recognize.  When Luther talked of the Law and the Gospel, he was not distinguishing between the OT and NT as most do when using those terms.  Rather, he was distinguishing between promise and command; between what God had done for us and what we must do in return.  He saw Law as only demand and Gospel as only grace.  Although he went too far in his approach, he was right in seeing that a focus on God motivates and a focus on man’s obedience ultimately de-motivates.  If our love and awe for God are not continually being embellished, we are going to run out of spiritual steam somewhere along the way.  Most of the pressures faced by the early church were induced by the world; many of ours are self-induced.  When Paul mentioned the daily pressure of his concern for all the churches (2 Corinthians 11:28), these pressures came from the needs of the people under him rather than ministry pressures from other leaders.  Coming to Christ is supposed to decrease our burdens (Matthew 11:28-30), not increase them.  A burdened view of Christianity can certainly be developed by our individual erroneous attitudes, but it can also be developed by allowing Christ’s religion to become an organization rather than an organism, a system rather than a spiritual family.

Most religious groups through the ages have followed the man/movement/monument path.  Judaism, in spite of the repeated warnings of the prophets, became an ineffective system.  Early Christianity, in spite of its early vibrancy and spread, became in ineffective system.  Our present movement has in some ways, certainly in some places, already started showing signs of moving in that direction.  Of course, we can readily point to many good signs (praise God), but we have to be willing to do the self-examination that allows us to make corrections before we become entrenched with unproductive or even unbiblical habits.  I love the movement and will always thank God for it, but this makes me want to keep allowing God to show us what needs to change instead of making me want to defensively try to maintain the status quo.

To make my point perfectly clear, we need to return to a much greater focus on God, with much less focus on worldly views of success.  I am thankful that the Boston church is the largest congregation of any type in New England, but that is not quite the issue here.  The issue is how closely we are adhering to the Word of God and imitating his Son, in whom all of the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden (Colossians 2:3).  I am not into competing with the religious world, both because the playing field is not level (they can lure attendants in all sorts of worldly ways), and because that is not the directive of God.  I am into trying to be as much like Jesus as possible and to find out from the Bible how he defines success.  On that note, just read through Matthew 25:31-46 and see how successful your ministry is according to this standard of measurement.  Here Jesus talks a lot about feeding the hungry, lodging the stranger, clothing the unclothed, and visiting the sick and imprisoned.  He talks none about evangelizing, by the way, but anyone who loves people enough to serve in all of these ways could not help but share the only truly good news with those being served.

I am not trying to be unnecessarily critical here, but I am trying hard to say that we have more of a system than we imagine, and like all systems, we exalt certain things and omit others – which may or may not be approved by God.  Religious organizations tend to pattern themselves after that in society which they most admire.  Not surprisingly, the early church patterned itself after the Roman government organizationally.  What do we admire in our modern day society?  Corporate America, especially in the areas of organization and definition of success.  However, the purpose of the church is not to grow; the purpose is to glorify God by becoming Jesus to the world.  If that is our focus we will grow, but growth is not our purpose.

Since we are talking about purpose here, let’s get even more specific about another area of current practice.  What was the primary purpose of Sunday meetings of the early church?  What I see in the NT is that these meetings of the body were designed primarily to be, well, meetings of the body.  They were not expressly evangelistic.  Certainly an unbeliever would be welcomed, and 1 Corinthians 14:24 mentions that possibility in terms of “if an unbeliever…comes in.”  But nowhere in the NT could you come up with the idea that they viewed Sunday meetings as evangelistic.  These meetings were apparently designed to provide an uninterrupted opportunity to worship God as a group, thereby re-charging their spiritual batteries to face the world in the upcoming week.  When we relied on Bible Talks for our primary evangelistic outreach, we were closer to what you find in the practices of the early church.  I am glad that we seem to be moving back in that direction.  Functioning Bible Talks actually accomplish a number of good ends, including providing disciples with a family setting in the home; the opportunity for them to share in a group and thereby raise up as leaders; and of course, Bible Talks are effective in reaching the lost.  Without such settings, more dependence on paid ministry staff develops, which is tied in to the clergy/laity feeling that we seem to have in many quarters.

Is having an evangelistic thrust on Sundays wrong?  I wouldn’t go that far, to be sure, but I am increasingly concerned that we not quickly make significant changes in what the early church did without really studying out the purposes behind their practices.  Many of the Sunday sermons I hear are almost exclusively directed at non-Christians, and many of the mid-weeks I have attended are occasions when three things are emphasized:  give your money; hear the announcements; get more visitors for Sunday.  When do we hear those meaty, uplifting messages that draw us to God and change our hearts?  How are we going to develop the heart which characterized that first century church and led them to evangelize their world?  We need change, radical change, if we are going to restore that original Christianity.  Sooner or later we must face the real issues, and once again get the emphases on track, as Paul described in Colossians 1:28:  “We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.”  That is the purpose to which we must return.  I don’t propose to have all of the answers about how to accomplish this, but we must begin making some moves in the right direction where change is obviously needed, and then trust God to direct our steps from there.  Whatever keeps the focus on God will prove to be the correct course.  Let’s have the conviction and courage to do it – to his glory!

� See the chapter, Escaping the Performance Trap in my book, The Power of Spiritual Thinking.
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