
Shepherds and Servants 
Modern discussions about church leadership often swing between two unhealthy extremes. On 
one side lies authoritarianism, where leaders function as though the church exists primarily for 
their power, vision, or personal control. On the other side lies suspicion toward all authority 
whatsoever, where leadership itself is treated as inherently dangerous or unnecessary. Both 
distortions reflect broader cultural confusion about authority, power, and service. The New 
Testament presents a different vision entirely. Leadership within the church exists neither for 
domination nor self-exaltation, but for the care, protection, and formation of the people of God 
under the authority of Christ.


This begins with a simple but essential truth: the church belongs to Christ. Jesus declared, “I 
will build my church.” The church therefore does not belong ultimately to pastors, traditions, 
denominations, institutions, or charismatic personalities. Christ Himself is the head of the 
church. Every form of leadership within the church exists beneath His authority and remains 
accountable to Him.


This truth shapes everything else. Church leaders are not spiritual owners. They are servants 
entrusted with responsibility within Christ’s household. The New Testament repeatedly 
describes leadership using images emphasizing care rather than domination. Elders are 
shepherds caring for a flock. Ministers are servants stewarding the mysteries of God. 
Overseers watch over souls for whom they must give account. Again and again, leadership 
appears not as self-exalting power, but as sacrificial responsibility exercised under the reign of 
Christ.


The shepherd imagery is especially significant. Throughout Scripture, shepherding involves 
guidance, protection, feeding, correction, and care. God Himself is repeatedly described as the 
Shepherd of His people. Christ later declares, “I am the good shepherd,” contrasting His 
sacrificial care with false shepherds who abandon the flock for personal gain. When the 
apostles describe church leadership in shepherding terms, they intentionally place leaders 
beneath the model of Christ Himself.


This shepherding responsibility includes teaching and guarding the truth. Paul repeatedly 
emphasizes that elders must be able both to exhort believers in sound doctrine and refute 
those who oppose it. The church is called “the pillar and ground of the truth,” and leadership 
therefore carries real responsibility for preserving apostolic teaching within the life of the 
church. Shepherds feed the flock through the ministry of the Word because the church is 
formed through truth under the authority of Christ.


Yet biblical leadership extends beyond teaching alone. Shepherds know the flock. They care 
for souls, strengthen the weak, restore the fallen, encourage the discouraged, and help 
maintain order within the household of God. Peter exhorts elders to shepherd the flock “not by 
constraint, but willingly,” and “not for filthy lucre, but of a ready mind.” Leadership within the 
church cannot rightly be reduced to corporate management, platform visibility, or professional 
administration. It is deeply pastoral because it concerns the spiritual life of God’s people.


This is one reason the New Testament treats leadership as a matter of character before 
competency. When Paul describes qualifications for elders and deacons in 1 Timothy and 
Titus, the overwhelming emphasis falls not upon charisma, innovation, or worldly success, but 
upon holiness, maturity, faithfulness, and self-control. Leaders must be sober-minded, patient, 
hospitable, gentle, and able to govern themselves and their households well. The church does 
not merely need talented leaders. The church requires godly shepherds formed under the 
authority of Christ.




This emphasis directly challenges modern celebrity culture. Contemporary society often prizes 
visibility, influence, confidence, and personal branding. Churches themselves can 
unconsciously absorb these values, elevating gifted personalities while neglecting spiritual 
maturity. Yet the New Testament consistently measures leadership by faithfulness rather than 
fame. A shepherd’s task is not self-promotion, but care for the flock purchased by Christ’s 
blood.


The New Testament also consistently presents church leadership as plural rather than radically 
individualized. Churches in Acts regularly appoint elders, not merely isolated spiritual 
executives functioning alone. This plurality helps protect the church from concentrated pride, 
unchecked authority, and unhealthy dependence upon a single personality. It also reflects the 
broader New Testament vision of shared covenant life within the body. The church is not meant 
to revolve around celebrity figures, but around Christ Himself.


At the same time, Scripture does not treat authority as meaningless or optional. Modern 
individualism often resists all forms of submission instinctively, assuming freedom means 
permanent independence from responsibility or accountability. But the New Testament 
repeatedly exhorts believers to respect faithful leadership within the church. Hebrews urges 
Christians to obey those who watch for their souls. Paul instructs believers to esteem faithful 
laborers highly in love for their work’s sake. Properly understood spiritual authority therefore 
exists not to diminish the church, but to serve and protect it under Christ.


This balance matters enormously because the church easily drifts toward opposite dangers 
when either side is neglected. Churches lacking meaningful leadership often descend into 
confusion, instability, doctrinal drift, or endless self-definition. Yet churches centered 
excessively upon personality or institutional control often become manipulative, abusive, or 
spiritually unhealthy. The New Testament instead presents ordered leadership exercised 
humbly within the covenant life of the church under the supreme authority of Christ.


The role of deacons further reinforces this servant-centered vision of ministry. In Acts 6, 
practical service within the church becomes so important that specific men are appointed to 
oversee the distribution of care among widows. The apostles do not treat practical needs as 
distractions from “real ministry.” Rather, the church recognizes that both the ministry of the 
Word and the ministry of service belong properly within the life of the body together. Deacons 
therefore embody the church’s commitment to humble, practical care within the covenant 
community.


This distinction between shepherding and service should never become competitive. The 
church requires both faithful teaching and faithful service because the body of Christ grows 
through truth and love together. Some labor primarily through teaching, prayer, and oversight. 
Others labor through administration, mercy, generosity, hospitality, and practical support. 
Scripture honors both forms of ministry because both reflect the servant-hearted character of 
Christ Himself.


The example of Jesus remains central throughout all biblical leadership. When the disciples 
argued about greatness, Christ responded by overturning worldly assumptions about authority 
altogether: “whosoever will be great among you, shall be your minister.” Jesus washed the feet 
of His disciples not merely as an isolated lesson in humility, but as a revelation of the very 
nature of leadership within His Kingdom. Authority in the church is exercised most faithfully not 
through self-exaltation, but through sacrificial service shaped by love.


This servant character becomes especially important because church leadership often involves 
hidden burdens largely unseen by others. Shepherds carry responsibility for teaching faithfully, 



guarding doctrine, caring for struggling believers, addressing conflict, correcting error, 
comforting the suffering, and maintaining spiritual vigilance over the flock. Scripture speaks 
soberly about this responsibility precisely because leaders will give account before God for 
how they cared for His people.


At the same time, the New Testament never portrays pastors and leaders as spiritually superior 
classes detached from the rest of the church. Shepherds themselves remain members of the 
body under Christ’s authority. They too require correction, encouragement, prayer, 
accountability, and grace. The church is not divided into spiritual elites and passive spectators. 
Rather, leaders serve within the body for the good of the whole church under the one true 
Shepherd.


This is why healthy churches cultivate both humility and mutual responsibility. Leaders must 
shepherd faithfully without domineering the flock. Congregations must honor faithful leadership 
without surrendering discernment or elevating personalities above Christ. Both leaders and 
congregations stand together under the authority of Scripture and the lordship of Jesus Christ.


Ultimately, the church requires shepherds and servants because Christ Himself continues to 
care for His people through ordered covenant life within the body. Leadership exists not to 
replace Christ’s authority, but to serve under it. And where shepherds labor faithfully through 
truth, holiness, humility, and sacrificial care, the church is strengthened, protected, and formed 
more deeply into the likeness of the risen Lord.
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