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Getting the Most Out of Christian Leadership




A leader, according to the simplest definition, is someone who commands a following. To lead is to go ahead, to show the way and inspire other people to follow. Leaders are needed in every walk of life; leadership is not restricted to politicians, the opinion-formers who dominate the media and the senior executives of multinational companies. Leaders can also be influential in their local communities: teachers in the school, students in the university, parents in the home and in many other ways.


Leadership is a word shared by Christians and non-Christians alike, but this does not mean that their concept of leadership is the same. On the contrary, Jesus introduced the world to a new style of servant-leadership. He said:




You know that those who are regarded as 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 slave of all. (Mark 10:42-44)





The most influential leader in the early church was undoubtedly the apostle Paul. Appointed by Jesus as the apostle to the Gentiles, he never lost God’s vision of one new humanity—Jews and Gentiles together—for which Paul suffered painful opposition and imprisonment. And in his letters we watch him exercising his leadership skills.


Of course, there are no apostles in the church today who have authority comparable to that of the apostle Paul. Nevertheless, Jesus Christ evidently intended from the beginning that his church should be shepherded, or have pastoral guidance. So from the first missionary journey onward, Paul appointed elders in every church (Acts 14:23), and he later instructed Timothy and Titus to do the same, giving specifications as to what kind of people leaders of Christ’s church should be (1 Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9).


In the first four chapters of 1 Corinthians, Paul responds to a complex Corinthian situation and to the questions the Corinthians have addressed to him. He does so with admirable clarity, wisdom, humility, love and gentleness: pastoral qualities that are sorely needed by Christian leaders today.




Reading First Corinthians


Owing to its political opposition to Rome, Corinth was destroyed in 146 B.C. Around a hundred years later, it was rebuilt and refounded as a Roman colony by Julius Caesar. It owed its distinction mainly to its strategic location on the narrow Corinthian isthmus. Here it commanded the trade routes both between north and south by land, and east and west by sea. Therefore, it was both a manufacturing and a trading center. It also played host to the world-famous Isthmian Games, which were held in its huge stadium every two years.


Corinth was also a religious city, honoring “many ‘gods’ and many ‘lords,’” as Paul wrote (1 Corinthians 8:5). Among its idolatrous buildings was the temple of Aphrodite, which dominated the Acrocorinth and rose nearly two thousand feet behind the city, and the temple of Apollo in the town center. At the same time Corinth was an immoral city, so that Aristophanes coined the verb “to corinthianize,” meaning “to live a licentious life.”


Corinth also had political importance as the capital city of the Roman province of Achaia (southern Greece). Thus Corinth was a busy, thriving, affluent, proud and permissive city. Merchants and sailors, pilgrims and athletes, tourists and prostitutes jostled one another in its narrow streets.


Yet in this heathen city there lived a small group of people whom Paul called “the church of God in Corinth,” the divine community in the human community. It was a fragrant flower growing in and out of the smelly mud.


Paul had a close, longstanding, personal and pastoral relationship with the Corinthian church. It began in A.D. 50, during his second missionary journey, when he first visited the city and founded its church (2 Corinthians 10:14). Using the three metaphors that he himself developed in these chapters, we may say that he planted the church, while Apollos and others did the watering (1 Corinthians 3:6); he laid the foundation, while others erected the superstructure (3:10); he fathered the church, while others were its guardians and tutors (4:14-15). Over the years Paul visited Corinth at least three times and wrote to its church at least four times, although only two of his letters have survived.


For more than forty years I have been fascinated and challenged by the early chapters of 1 Corinthians. They have cast their spell over me. I believe they have a special message for Christian leaders today, whether ordained or not, ministering both inside and outside the church. More of my teaching on this section of Scripture can be found in Basic Christian Leadership, which makes an excellent companion to these studies.









Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Seeing Gifting in God’s Imperfect People


1 Corinthians 1:1-9




The image of the church as presented in the first four chapters of 1 Corinthians is extremely ambiguous. There is a paradox at the heart of the church. It is the painful tension between what the church claims to be and what it seems to be; between the divine ideal and the human reality; between the romantic talk about “the bride of Christ” and the very unromantic, ugly, unholy and quarrelsome Christian community we know ourselves to be. It is the tension between our final, glorious destiny in heaven and our present, very inglorious performance on earth. This is the ambiguity of the church—and it creates a challenge for us as leaders.
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