Black, White, & Shades of Grey #7

“Models for Others”

various texts

Leadership is a popular subject these days. Go to any bookstore and you will find many volumes about leadership in the corporate world, the political realm, and even the church. Each of these books includes advice on becoming a leader or becoming a better leader.


Fortune 500 companies spend millions annually teaching employees to motivate, organize, communicate, and put out fires. In the process, business has tapped an ancient secret: mentors. People learn to lead by spending time with people of proven leadership ability, by talking to them and sifting their responses. Middle managers are paired with senior executives, and through that interaction, begin to assimilate the qualities that make for strong leaders.
 

What does it mean to be a leader? John Stott writes, “To lead is to go ahead, to show the way and to inspire other people to follow.”
 Simply put, a leader is someone others follow. I recall hearing someone say, “If you think you’re leading but no one’s following, you’re just taking a walk in the park.”


I wonder, though, if anyone can truly say that nobody is following him. You may not know it, you may not be aware of who is watching you or when, but someone is watching how you live. It may be your child—or someone else’s child. It may be a neighbor or a co-worker or a fellow worshiper at church. 


The question is not if you are a leader but where are you leading. 

One winter night, a man left his house to walk to the local bar. Along the way, he noticed a sound behind him. As he turned, he saw his six-year-old son leaping from footprint to footprint of his father’s boots, trying to catch up to his dad.
The father smiled, turned back to his child, and said, “Go on home.  You can’t come with me now.”  The son looked up and cried, “Why not?  I wanna be just like you, Dad!”  The man thought about what his son just said, and about where he himself was headed. Those words, “I wanna be just like you, Dad!” ran through his mind.  He picked up his son, and together they walked home. Never again did he go back to the bar.

Unfortunately, not all followers are that obvious. We may not know for years about the impact we have had on the life of another. We may not know this side of Heaven exactly who is watching us, learning from us, and following us. By then it may be too late.


How does this fit into the topic of Christian ethics—determining whether an action is right or wrong? As we have seen in previous messages, some actions are clearly defined as black or white in Scripture, but many others are not…they exist as various shades of grey. These are the challenging questions we face on a daily basis.


But we are not left without any help in these matters. Where Scriptures do not give precise precepts (“thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots”), there are broad principles that can help us make those ethical decisions. So far we have considered the principle of exaltation—we are to be mirrors of God—the principle of evangelism—we are to be magnets for God—and this morning we will consider the principle of example—we are to be models for others.

The Obligation of Example


Much like being a mirror of God or a magnet for God, we are models for others whether we are aware of it or not. We have an obligation to be an example to others around us. When we ask, in the words of Cain, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” the Bible clearly answers, “Yes!” Paul writes in Philippians 2:1-4,

If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 


Obviously the Philippians were having trouble with disunity and squabbles. (Paul had to call two women out by name in chapter four on this same issue.) So the apostle provides a simple step to solve this problem. But it is a solution unlike anything the world has ever heard.

Greece said, “Be wise, know yourself.”

Rome said, “Be strong, discipline yourself.”

Epicureanism says, “Be sensuous, satisfy yourself.”

Education says, “Be resourceful, expand yourself.”

Psychology says, “Be confident, assert yourself.”

Materialism says, “Be possessive, please yourself.”

Humanism says, “Be capable, believe in yourself.”

Pride says, “Be superior, promote yourself.”

Christ says, “Be unselfish, humble yourself.” 


In a world that declares, “Look out for number one!” God’s Word says, “Don’t look out only for yourselves but think of others first.” That is revolutionary! Amidst a culture that is selfish, Christ calls us to be selfless. 


Peter also advocates this in 1 Peter 5:1-3,

To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 

Notice the last phrase: “be examples to the flock.” Leadership in the Christian church is not so much about exercising authority as it is being an authentic example. Being an example means that I have to think about how my actions affect others, not only how they affect me.


The poet John Donne wrote, “No man is an island, entire of itself. Each is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.” The same is true of Christians. We are not disconnected entities; we are bound to one another. What we do does matter, for it affects others as well as ourselves.
The Original to Emulate


Returning to Philippians 2, Paul gives us the original to emulate in verses 5-8,

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature﻿ God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature﻿ of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! 


This passage is often quoted by itself, but consider the context. Paul had just told the Philippians the importance of selflessness, of thinking of others ahead of oneself. Now he provides the ultimate model of humility and unselfishness. It is none other than Jesus Himself.


Verse six is confusing to many readers. What does it mean that Jesus “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped”? Some cults even try to use this verse to suggest that Jesus was not God. But I like the way the Holman Christian Standard Bible puts it: “…who, existing in the form of God, did not consider equality with God as something to be used for His own advantage.”


We are a nation of freedom. We have our rights! We are willing to fight, and even to die for our rights. Now we are told not to exercise our rights? Not when the exercise of our rights harms another person.


Paul provides a case in point of this in 1 Corinthians 8:9-13,

Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, won’t he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.


The issue here is eating meat that had been sacrificed to an idol. (That doesn’t mean much to us today, but back then it was a big deal!) Paul makes it clear in the preceding verses that he had the right to eat such meat—since idols were not real, then rituals surrounding the sacrifices had no effect on the meat itself. 

But that was not the end of the story. While Paul had no qualms about eating such meat, he knew that other Christians did. He could have demanded that the weaker Christians “grow up” and see things his way, but he didn’t. Instead he was willing to forego his rights if it meant his fellow believers would be better off.

Later in the same book Paul would write, 

“Everything is permissible”—but not everything is beneficial. “Everything is permissible” —but not everything is constructive. Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others.  [1 Corinthians 10:23-24]
Sometimes “permissible” isn’t everything. 


Where did Paul come up with this?  He was following his Leader, emulating the Original. He would also write in Ephesians 5:1-2, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  The key here: love. We are to love as Christ loved us. And how did He love us? Enough to sacrifice His life for us. Now we cannot duplicate Christ’s sacrifice exactly—only He could die for the sins of others—but we can make other, lesser sacrifices for the benefit of fellow Christians. Sometimes that involves the voluntary laying down of our rights in order to set a proper example for others.


On the other hand, in the words of Chuck Swindoll,

When you don’t concern yourself with being your brother’s keeper, you don’t have to get dirty or take risks or lose your objectiv​ity or run up against the thorny side of an issue that lacks easy answers.


Sounds like our “shades of grey” issues, doesn’t it? When we run into an activity that is not specifically addressed in Scripture, answers aren’t usually easy. One of those contributing factors in determining whether something is ethically acceptable is how it affects others. Does this activity set a good example for others to follow, or will it lead them into trouble?

The Opportunities for Edification


This leads us to opportunities for edification. (“Edification” is a biblical word for “building up.”) We are called to be a model for other Christians, but how do we learn that? Paul told the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 4:16, “Therefore I urge you to imitate me.” Later in 1 Corinthians 11:1 he added, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” John MacArthur writes, 

Practically, that means that we should find a godly man or woman who is addicted to the Lord’s will and the Lord’s work and make that person our pattern for Christian living. As we submit, learn, grow, and mature, our own life will become one that others can emulate. Paul could say to the Corinthians, “﻿Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ﻿” (﻿1 Cor. 11:1﻿; ﻿cf. 4:16). To the Thessalonians he could say, “﻿For our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit﻿” (﻿1 Thess. 1:5–6﻿). The writer of Hebrews says, “﻿Remember those who led you, who spoke the word of God to you; and considering the result of their conduct, imitate their faith﻿” (﻿Heb. 13:7﻿). That is the cycle of discipleship the Lord intends for His church. “﻿A pupil is not above his teacher; but everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his teacher﻿” (﻿Luke 6:40﻿).
 

We all need to follow an example as we strive to set an example. Using Paul as an illustration, we all need both a Barnabas and a Timothy in our lives. We need a Barnabas, who took Paul under his wing and mentored him. We need someone knowledgeable in the Scriptures, strong in faith, and wise in living to lead us. We also need a Timothy, someone we can mentor and pour our lives into. Too often Christians have one or the other, but not both. 


It takes humility to learn from someone else. It takes humility to patiently bring another along. But in the end, we become stronger and we set a strong example for others to follow.


I’d like to conclude with a poem I found this past week that says it quite well:

I’d Rather See A Sermon
I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day,

I’d rather one should walk with me than merely show the way.

The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear;

Fine counsel is confusing, but example always clear;

And the best of all the preachers are the men who live their creeds,

For to see the good in action is what everybody needs.

I can soon learn how to do it if you’ll let me see it done,

I can watch your hands in action, but your tongue too fast may run.

And the lectures you deliver may be wise and true;

But I’d rather get my lesson by observing what you do.

For I may misunderstand you and the high advice you give,

But there’s no misunderstanding how you act and how you live.

—Edgar A. Guest


Many people are looking for role models—someone whose example they can follow. You may not even be aware who they are, but, believe me, they’re there. They are watching you, learning from you, imitating you. In addition to being mirrors of God and magnets for God, we are called to be models for others. 

As you walk through life, don’t be surprised if you hear footsteps behind you, just like the father heading to the bar. The question is, do you want them to go where you are heading? Think about that the next time you wonder about an activity you are about to do.
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