
Sermon 155: Romans 12:8: The Gift of Leadership

OUTLINE

Convictional leadership
Sacrificial leadership

INTRODUCTION

Leadership in the world today is in crisis.  In the Western world where we have cut our-
selves loose from the Biblical worldview and opted for a post-modern moral relativism, we 
can no longer properly even define what a leader is and should be.  The Post-Christian 
worldview has within it the seeds of its own destruction.  In highlighting this inability in the 
area of leadership one person has written, ‘We want character but without unyielding con-
viction; we want strong morality but without the emotional burden of guilt or shame; we 
want virtue but without particular justifications that invariably offend; we want good without
having to name evil; we want decency without the moral authority to have to insist upon it; 
we want moral community without any limitations to personal freedom; in short we want 
what we cannot have on the terms that we want it.’1   The bible also teaches us that leader-
ship both in the home and the church is male.  But on account of a crisis in sexual identity 
the whole notion of manhood is also lost, and men as leaders too.  Christianity has much to 
offer in this vacuum of leadership.  God created the the notion of leadership and defines it 
by Himself, and in Jesus Christ we have the intended image of God in man renovated and 
perfectly displayed before us.  Leadership as defined by God and as it was intended to be in 
man is available to us.  Not only do we have the image to copy but the Holy Spirit is given to
us to conform us into this image.  Today we are looking at Romans 12:8, at the gift of lead-
ership where Paul says to us, ‘the one who leads, with zeal.’

The word for ‘lead’ is literally ‘the one who stands in front of.’  The same word is translated 
in reference to the church leaders in Thessalonica as those ‘over you.’ (1 Thess. 5:12).  In 1 
Tim. 5:17, concerning elders the same word is used and translated as ‘rule’.  And in refer-
ence to elders and deacons the word is used of them ruling/managing their households well,
(1 Tim. 3:14, 5, 12).  Paul is most certainly addressing those who have been given the gift 
of office to lead.  The office could be in the church or it could be at home or at work.  Paul 
calls upon those with this opportunity to lead with zeal, which can be translated as haste, 
diligence, earnestness.  

Today I want us to zoom in on two distinct aspects that Christianity highlights in relation to 
leadership.  We will be looking at convictional leadership and sacrificial leadership.

Convictional leadership

Let me begin by saying that I have been extremely helped and influenced by Al Mohler’s ex-
cellent book: The Conviction to Lead.  Many of the things I will be highlighting are points 
borrowed from his excellent book.  If you have any interest in the area of leadership I can 
point you to no better book besides the bible I have read.  

If we were to talk about what makes a leader what is the most common trait that would be 
mentioned?  When you and I think about leaders we have met, we might have felt over-
whelmed by a person’s charisma.  When they entered the room, they had a larger than life 
personality.  Or perhaps you would think of confidence, a person who takes charge every-

1 Quoted by Al Mohler in Conviction to Lead



where they go.  Or maybe you would think of a visionary, someone who has a big picture 
plan.  Mohler in his important book highlights that Christian leadership is different because 
the most important ingredient is conviction.  Those leaders that have made the most impact 
have not only deeply gifted but deeply convinced.  Someone has said that management is 
doing things right, but leadership is doing the right things.  This is getting close to what we 
mean when we talk about convictional leadership.  Many speak today about different sorts 
of intelligences, some speak of emotional intelligence, spatial intelligence, intelligence, 
Mohler suggests we need a new category.  Convictional intelligence.

When we look at the men who were used by God they were men of deep convictions.  David
was called a man after God’s own heart.  How so?  Remember when David overheard Go-
liath defying the armies of Israel and by implication diminishing the God of the armies of Is-
rael.  He was furious and volunteered to put Goliath in his place.  He was able to arise to a 
challenge no one else in the nation would volunteer for because he was gripped with the 
deep conviction that the glory of God is more valuable than his own life and he would die to 
uphold it.  Think of Stephen who was willing to face  death being the first martyr of the 
church.  Think of Paul suffering the many ravages of ministry and persecution because he 
was convinced that the gospel was the power of God for salvation for any who would be-
lieve.  All of these men were powerful leaders because they had deep convictions about the 
truth.  

Here is where Christian leadership is so different, we believe that there is truth, that there is
a universal truth, that there is a truth all must accept.  God is real and He has spoken in His 
word.  Christian leadership is not like other leadership, it is not about the man and his gifts 
like Steve Jobs in apple.  The power of Christian leadership does not lie in the strength of a 
man's charisma but in the truth he can bring to bear upon Gods people.  This means that 
there is more than one personality type that can bear leadership.  Christian leaders will 
come in every type of personality not only your type As.  

So in order to be an effective leader, you first and foremost need to know the truth.  We 
have probably all heard speeches from leaders who did not know what they believed, they 
were like the trumpet making an uncertain sound.  When people are listening to a leader 
they are intuitively listening for the language of might or must.  Part of the credibility of any 
leader is whether he appears to believe what he is saying, and whether the truth he is 
speaking about is shaping his own life and whether he sees it as worth living and dying for.

Christians know the truth.  We know who made us, we know why we are here, we know 
why there is pain and suffering in the world, we know what we are, we know right from 
wrong.  We know that the church exists to glorify God through spreading the message of 
Christ as the saviour of sinners.  We know sin is worse than suffering, we know that holiness
is more important than happiness, we know that death cannot kill, that we will lose nothing 
of all we give up in the service of God's kingdom.  Christian leadership no matter in what 
sphere it operates lives by these deep convictions.  

Christian leadership is joined to teaching.  Whether it was the father who was commanded 
to teach his children, "20 "When your son asks you in time to come, 'What is the meaning of
the testimonies and the statutes and the rules that the LORD our God has commanded you?'
21 then you shall say to your son, 'We were Pharaoh's slaves in Egypt. And the LORD 
brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand.
22 And the LORD showed signs and wonders, great and grievous, against Egypt and against
Pharaoh and all his household, before our eyes.



23 And he brought us out from there, that he might bring us in and give us the land that he 
swore to give to our fathers'. - Deuteronomy 6:20-23. Or whether it is the pastor leading the
church.  God has given teachers to authoritatively declare the truth we ought to live by.  

The wonderful thing about this type of leadership is that it is accessible, it is not a case of a 
prophet who alone has access to God and you cannot live for God without that prophet giv-
ing you a word.  This type of teaching is accountable, for Christian leadership does not abide
in personality or feeling, it comes from the bible.  You can go back and test every word that 
is spoken that you know you are obeying God not man.  So the Christian leader must be a 
student of the word and a thinker.  And he must teach the bible and how to get his followers
to see that truth and apply it for themselves.  

Paul says in Romans 12:8 that we must lead with 'zeal' this could be describing an inner 
drivenness or eagerness, or it could be describing an outward diligence or readiness.  But 
neither eagerness or diligence could be sustained without deep conviction.  Who can sustain
personal attack from those they are serving unless they believe that it is worth it.  Who can 
endure the sufferings and persecutions of serving a large and ungrateful group of complain-
ers?  Who can lay down their life for others, loving more but being hated more in a sus-
tained fashion?  Who would willingly give themselves to shoulder the care of others so that 
they cannot sleep at night or find themselves with constant ulcerating concern over how 
people are faring? Those who are convinced that this life is not all there is, that God will re-
ward us, that we are making an eternal difference in the lives of the people we are serving. 

George W. Bush called his biography 'Decision Points', and referred to himself as the presi-
dent as 'the decider.'  One of the key responsibilities of a leader is to make decisions.  But 
how are these decisions made?  Some leaders do what they like putting forward their per-
sonal preferences with the strength of law.  Some leaders are indecisive because they don't 
really have any idea about which is the right way to go.  A Christian leader, because they 
have biblical truth as a basis for their convictions has a solid ground to stand on when it 
comes to making decisions.  

So as we think about the main functions of leadership we can see how convictional leader-
ship is essential and the driving heart behind biblical and effective leadership.  If leadership 
is about knowing which is the right way forward those who have their convictions shaped by
Gods truth will know which way to go.  If leadership is all about being passionate about a 
particular path then those who have been shaped by there truth of scripture can whole-
heartedly pursue Gods will.  If leadership is about persuading others to follow speaking with 
conviction about pursuing the right path, those who know what the bible says can speak 
with the highest certainty.  The wonderful thing about this aspect of leadership is that those 
who have natural gifts in the area of leadership and those thrust by necessity into the posi-
tion can both be properly equipped to lead.  

So what must the person with natural leadership ability and those who find themselves in 
leadership do?  They must read their bibles, they must renew their minds, they must instil a 
biblical worldview, they must think, they must study, they must read much.  The Spirit by 
the word will equip the man of God so that he is thoroughly equipped for every good work.  

Sacrificial leadership

The second distinctive of Christian leadership I would like us to consider is sacrificial leader-
ship.  Money, sex and power is the great evil triumvirate.  Greed, lust and pride.  Nietzsche 
said that basic drive in every heart is a will to power, to control, to be over others, to be the 



top dog.  Sin has touched every area of life including the God ordained sphere of leadership 
and authority.  Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.  This is why the ex-
ample of Christ in sacrificial leadership is so subversive and counter-cultural.  Christ who was
not a sinner like us, came down from heaven to teach us about leadership as it is found in 
God, something that is beautiful, something where you can feel safe, something that exists 
for your good not to take advantage of you.  Turn to Eph. 5:25-27.
25 Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her,
26 that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word,
27 so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any
such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. - Ephesians 5:25-27

There is no greater leader than God and no greater servant than God.  Not only is He the 
greatest person but He has gone to the greatest lengths.  He did not merely humble Himself
to serve us by doing things that we would do for one another; He did more than we could 
ever do.  We can only appreciate His servant leadership if we measure the humility involved 
in the incarnation and then also the humility involved in His death for us.  Paul does this for 
us when addressing husbands about their leadership in the home.  Paul defines the love the 
leader of the home is to have towards his wife by the sacrifice of Christ for His church.  This 
is a helpful model for all leaders in any position.  

We must begin by speaking of His grace.  The church was a sinful, unfaithful, enemy of God 
who was warring against God constantly denying His laws and right to rule us.  We were 
those who deserved only punishment and death, to be dealt with according to what we de-
served.  But God did not treat with us according to what our sins deserved but according to 
His loving grace.  He chose to save and serve the undeserving, not those who were good 
enough to merit His love and service.  He chose to take the price for our forgiveness upon 
Himself and not extract payment from us.  All leadership must be gracious.  All leadership is 
an echo of Gods own leadership and He is gracious.  So in the first place leadership always 
proceeds on three basis of grace.  Our service is never bought but always freely given.  This 
results in certain trends in Christian leadership.  

It is patient and gentle with the weak and sinful.  We emulate Christ's attitude as He tells it 
in the parable of the lost sheep.  4 "What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has 
lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one 
that is lost, until he finds it?  5 And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders, rejoic-
ing. - Luke 15:4-5. There is not a fiery indignation that refuses to stoop or pursue the sinner,
God risked His dignity, or rather displayed the glory of His graciousness in patiently pursuing
the sinner.  This is the shape of our Christian leadership.  Paul puts it this way, 1 Brothers, if 
anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit of 
gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted.  2 Bear one another's burdens,
and so fulfill the law of Christ. - Galatians 6:1-2. What does this look like?  Think of a father 
relating to his teenage son or daughter.  How quickly can a parent take offence that their 
honour has been violated and instead of pursuing the lost sheep they will take offence at 
the dishonour?  

A wonderful illustration of this is found in one of Clement of Alexandria's stories about the 
apostle John.  How much is tradition and how much is made up we do not know.  It is the 
story of a young man John recommended to the bishop of Smyrna who took him into his 
home and discipled him.  But with time the young man got caught up in the wrong crowd 
and ended up joining a band of robbers becoming its leader and denied the faith.  When 
John visited the town and discovered what had happened he asked for a horse and risked 
the highway robbers to go and find him.  'When he came to the place he was seized by the 



sentinel of the brigands and neither fled nor made excuses, but called out, 'This is why I am
come' take me to your leader.'  The leader waited for him, armed as he was but when he 
recognised John on on his approach, he turned and fled in shame.  But John pursued with 
all his might, forgetting his age calling out, 'Why do you run away from me, child, your own 
father, unarmed and old?  Pity me, child, do not fear me!  You still have hope of life.   I will 
account to Christ for you.  If it must be, I will willingly suffer your death, as the Lord suf-
fered for us' for your life I would give my own.  Stay, believe; Christ sent me.'  The young 
man tore off his weapons and repented in tears.  This is what grace filled leadership does, it
seeks, it pursues, it hunts down its prey in order to restore.  There will of course be a time 
for rebuke, for discipline, but we do not begin it, but with grace.

There is much that could say about Christian leadership, but let me take the rest of our time
quickly looking at some of the word pictures that relate to leadership.

3 Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus.4 No soldier gets entangled in civilian 
pursuits, since his aim is to please the one who enlisted him.5 An athlete is not crowned un-
less he competes according to the rules.6 It is the hard-working farmer who ought to have 
the first share of the crops.7 Think over what I say, for the Lord will give you understanding 
in everything. - 2 Timothy 2:3-7

This is a well known portion that Paul gives to a young leader Timothy to help him realise 
why the ministry involves.  The first picture is of a soldier.  There are several points we can 
draw from this.  Firstly, we see that the life of the leader is a life of suffering.  Like a soldier 
who gives up the comforts of home to keep or win freedom for others, the leader enlists 
suffering all the discomforts of being a public servant for others.  It is they who often end up
with terrible wounds.  But these are the risks taken in order to serve.  Secondly, a soldier 
does not get tangled in civilian affairs.  They are not living as if they are on holiday but strict
discipline.  Wartime rations, wartime discipline, wartime austerity measures are the order of 
the day.  Legitimate freedoms and enjoyments that others are entitled to are forsaken in 
service.  Thirdly, the soldier is under strict orders and lives to satisfy God not the enemy 
civilian.  

Next we are given the picture of the athlete.  Paul speaks of the athlete more than once.  
Here he emphasises that the athlete runs according to the rules.  Many in leadership think 
that they are above the rules, Paul reminds Timothy that this is never the case.  24 Do you 
not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So run that you 
may obtain it.25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a per-
ishable wreath, but we an imperishable.26 So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one 
beating the air.27 But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to 
others I myself should be disqualified. - 1 Corinthians 9:24-27. Next Paul tells Timothy to run
as if he were trying to get gold, not to settle for mediocrity or a bronze but for first place.  
Paul speaks of himself as an athletes who exercises self-control in all things, waging war on 
his flesh as if his flesh were a punching bag for a boxer.  

Then we have the farmer.  Paul once again draws attention to the nature of the work, the 
farmer is hard working.  He rises early, labours much, and is not lazy.  But farming would 
have involved patience and faith.  The farmer would sow seeds and then pray for rain and 
wait for harvest.  There would be dry seasons which would require more prayer, but God 
would give the increase.  Leaders are like farmers in this aspect of their work.  They sow 
and then they wait on God with prayer for Him to give the increase.



Paul uses parental pictures as well.  7 But we were gentle among you, like a nursing mother
taking care of her own children.
8 So, being affectionately desirous of you, we were ready to share with you not only the 
gospel of God but also our own selves, because you had become very dear to us. - 1 Thes-
salonians 2:7-8.  A mother to a new born is attentive and gentle and full of his is how Paul 
describes his attendance upon the Thessalonians.  
11 For you know how, like a father with his children,12 we exhorted each one of you and 
encouraged you and charged you to walk in a manner worthy of God, who calls you into his 
own kingdom and glory. - 1 Thessalonians 2:11-12. Fathers who speak words of encourage-
ment but who also charge and command their children, is the way of leaders.

Being the boss means wearing all these hats.  

So what is Christian leadership?  It is convictional and sacrificial.  It is shaped by the truth 
and after Christ.  These things are for every man and woman here who is going to be a par-
ent, any man who will be a husband or a leader in a church.  Any person in authority at 
work.  If we will emulate these things in dependence upon the Spirit, then the world will get
a whiff of leadership as it was always meant to be.  


