Nothing But The Best #49

“How to Really Appreciate Your Pastor”

Hebrews 13:7, 17-19


October has been named “Pastor Appreciation Month” for several years. Some pastors cannot wait for October to roll around, for they serve in churches where this is the only time they feel appreciated, if even then. I am blessed not to serve such a church. We feel appreciation all year round from our church family.

Many books have been published about church leadership, but not much has been written about church followership…maybe because “followership” isn’t a word, but you get my drift. This evening I want to preach on “How to Really Appreciate Your Pastor,” based on two texts from Hebrews 13. Leon Morris observes, “From love the writer passes to a few thoughts about Christian leaders. This is important, for there is not much in the New Testament about the way Christians should treat their leaders. There is, however, more about how leaders themselves should behave.”

This is not an easy message for me to deliver, for even the title sounds self-serving. The best way to approach the subject is to allow Scripture to speak for itself. We cannot say for sure who wrote the book of Hebrews, but I can guarantee that it wasn’t me! I have no axe to grind or hobby horse to ride. If you feel your toes being stepped on, take it up with the Holy Spirit; I am not directing these words to anyone in particular.

Honor the Pattern of Past Leaders

Turn first to Hebrews 13:7-8,

Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. 
The first way to really appreciate your pastor is to honor the pattern of past leaders. Initially we may not see it, but many scholars believe the author of Hebrews is referring to former leaders in the local church who have gone on to be with the Lord. Some point to the Greek word for “remember,”
 and others believe the original term translated “outcome” points to the fact that they are no longer on earth (though both Hughes and Morris question one popular view that this word to signify a martyr’s death.
) These may well have been those who first planted the church, referred to in Hebrews 2:3 as those who saw and heard Jesus firsthand.

Before we look at how we are to honor the pattern of past leaders, let’s consider what not to do in this regard. We are not to canonize them as saints or worship their memory, giving them the glory belonging only to the Lord of the church.
 Chuck Swindoll quips, “There is something amazing that happens when a former pastor dies, or a former leader dies, or a former well-known teacher dies. Death has a way of memorializing and making heroes out of people who were faces on dartboards while they were alive.”
 We tend to overlook faults and failures and make them larger-than-life. Don’t do that! It makes the job of his successors that much more difficult!

Nor are we to become dependent upon the minister personally. Warren Wiersbe shares from his own experience, 

After I had announced my resignation from a church I had been pastoring for several years, one of the members said to me, “I don’t see how I’m going to make it without you! I depend so much on you for my spiritual help!” 

My reply shocked him. “Then the sooner I leave, the sooner you can start depending on the Lord. Never build your life on any servant of God. Build your life on Jesus Christ. He never changes.”
 

Don’t deify your past leaders, and don’t become dependent upon them for your own spiritual growth and health. Rather, we are given two commands to obey in this verse: “remember” and “imitate”. Both are in the present tense: “keep on remembering” and “keep on imitating.”
 

The Greek term rendered “remember” is mnēmoneuete, and it literally means “to look back carefully on,”
 even “to look up a subject, to investigate, to study, to observe accurately.”
 What were they to study and investigate? F. F. Bruce answers, 

The whole course of their lives, from start to finish, now lies before their disciples and followers for review and imitation. By precept and example they showed the right path to tread; being dead they yet speak, and the record of their faith is still alive in the memory of those who knew them.

Careful study is not enough. The verb “follow” (mimeisthe) can be transliterated as “mimic.” The readers were to imitate the leaders’ attitudes and acts of faith in the midst of tribulation.
 They had perseverance to finish well, not just begin well. There is something remarkable about godly men and women who finish well. We’re full of sprinters, but we don’t find many marathoners in the family of God.

Over the past two years I compiled the history of Texas Christian Church. One of the great joys of mine was to research the various men who have preached to this church family, many from behind this very pulpit. I was thrilled to be able to speak on the phone with three men from the 1940s and 1950s, all in their eighties (and one has since gone to be with the Lord) about their experiences as student preachers here while they studied at Lincoln Bible Institute (as it was then called). 

I have also been blessed to have sat under some wonderful preachers in my time growing up. Thankfully I have audio recordings of their preaching that I can listen to and remember their impact on my life. I had not realized how much their ministries had shaped mine until after one sermon I had preached, my father remarked, “You sounded a lot like Pastor Vayda” (who was my pastor during most of my years at home). I consider that one of the great compliments my preaching has ever received!

Who can you recall from your past that made a difference in your spiritual life? Who was it that first brought you to the Lord? Who taught you the Scriptures, planting them deep in your heart and mind? What was it about their lives that impacted yours? Imitate that!
 They say that imitation is the highest form of flattery, and most pastors would agree with the words of 3 John 4, “I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth.”
We might think it strange to read in Hebrews 13:8, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” It’s a great truth—someone even wrote a hymn based on this very verse! But what does it have to do with verse 7? Yet these words fit the context nicely. Church leaders may come and go (and they will!), but Jesus Christ remains the same; and it is Christ who is the center of our faith.
  Pastors can fail (and they do!), but Christ never disappoints. Although the readers could follow the faith of their leaders, they should never place their faith in the leaders themselves. Their trust should always rest in the unchanging Savior.

Honor the Position of Present Leaders

Now I want you to jump down to Hebrews 13:17, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.” Here the author challenges us to honor the position of present leaders. He moves from the past leaders who have gone on (either to other ministries or, more likely, home to be with the Lord) to the present leaders who are alive and well and present. Their memory may be honored when they are gone, but how well do we follow them while they are still around?

As in verse seven, verse 17 gives two commands: “obey your leaders” and “submit to them.” I can almost hear some of you thinking, “Oh, boy, here it comes! The preacher is about to go on a power trip!” No, as you will see, that is not what the Bible says at all. Some preachers have used and abused this passage in that way, but they are wrong.

Others may wonder, “What are we to do when we don’t like what a pastor or other church leader says or does?” Far too many take that as their cue to leave the church, thinking they will find what they are looking for elsewhere. But, often times, the problem follows them, for the problem may well lie within themselves.

Swindoll notes, “As in the military, you salute the position, not the person. Why? Because they are accountable to God for you.”
 We are to obey them as commanders of God’s new army. If there is any command that modern evangelical Christians need to hear and heed, this is it. The church will make no progress until Christians recover a genuine respect for the authorities God has set up in the church.

James 3:1 warns, “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” Pastors will one day stand before God and give an account of how well they watched over you. But you are accountable, too. You will give an account to God of how well you followed your leaders.

With that in mind, the author first commands his readers to “obey” their leaders. The original Greek word peithesthe refers not to a blind obedience but obedience after thoughtful consideration that results in persuasion—all the stronger base for obedience.
 Later in the verse the word “obey” appears again, as the author encourages them to obey in such a way that “their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.” The word translated “burden” literally means, “groaning.”
 Most people think it’s the pastor’s job to keep them happy; the author of Hebrews turns the tables and challenges the people to honor their leaders in such a way that makes their ministry a joy.

The second command in the verse is “submit to their authority.” The Greek word for “submit” is hypeikete, occurring only here in the New Testament.
 If obedience is primarily an action, submission is primarily an attitude, including humility, respect, reverence, honor, teachableness, and openness.
 I realize that the idea of obeying and submitting to church leaders is obnoxious to many American Christians. Americans don’t submit to anybody. Many men who insist that their wives submit to them, won’t submit to their pastors or church elders in anything.

We must hasten to add that Christians who are in positions of authority must also function with a submissive attitude.
 Ephesians 5:21 states, “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” This does not mean to passively allow others to walk on us, but it means placing their needs before our own. It means caring more about what is best for them than what is best for ourselves.

An example of this appears in this passage. The author speaks of spiritual leaders who “keep watch over you as men who must give an account.” The verb “keep watch” (agrypneō) means literally “keep oneself awake, be awake.” There is the imagery of the leaders keeping awake nights in their concern for their people.
 Spiritual leaders are unlike business leaders, professional leaders, even domestic leaders. Spiritual leaders, according to Scripture, watch over the souls of the sheep, even at the loss of his own sleep.
 Wherever this verb appears elsewhere in the New Testament it is always with the action of prayer. It gives the connotation of a mental and spiritual sensitivity toward moral danger. Pastors must carefully supervise the moral and doctrinal health of their spiritual flocks.
 These leaders carried a weighty responsibility; they were accountable for the spiritual well-being of those placed in their care. No wonder they lost sleep﻿﻿ over this responsibility—for the “watching” could well involve this as well as general vigilance—if some of their flock were in danger of straying beyond their control.

All believers must clearly understand the teaching of Scrip​ture regarding the subject of submission. It is not only a di​rective for wives, but for all members of Christ’s body. We must realize that it is possible for husbands to submit to their wives without giving up their headship; for elders to submit to others in Christ’s body without giving up their position of authority; that parents can listen to their children’s viewpoints without giving up parental status; for employers to give employees careful consideration without losing respect. The key is for all Christians to develop the mind of Christ, to be willing to lose their lives in order to find them again.

How do we know if this is happening in our church? Gene Getz, in his book Building Up One Another, provides four questions that can reveal the degree to which we obey and submit to our church leaders:

 

1.      How do I view others in the church who are in positions of leadership? Do I respect them and honor them as fellow members of Christ’s body? Or do I feel I am more important than they are?

2.      How do I react when someone disagrees with me? Am I threatened? Do I respond emotionally and defensively? Do I insist on doing things my own way?

3.      How often have I admitted to others I have been wrong? Do I always have to be right to feel comfortable?

4.      Do I ever share my inner life and struggles with other church leaders? Do I keep my weaknesses to myself? 

 

We honor the position of present leaders by obeying their words and submitting to their authority. Pastors are not perfect people, but they hold a position of responsibility that only those who have been there can fully comprehend. Don’t honor them because you happen to like them or they meet your needs. Do it because God commands it.

Honor the Perils of Pastoral Leaders


The author of Hebrews ends by challenging his readers to honor the perils of pastoral leaders. In verses 18-19 his writing becomes more personal: “Pray for us. We are sure that we have a clear conscience and desire to live honorably in every way. I particularly urge you to pray so that I may be restored to you soon.” How could they do that? Twice the author urges them to pray for him. Conscious of the fact that no one can work effectively for Christ unaided and unsupported, he asks them to continue to pray on his behalf.
 The Greek word for “pray” (proseuchesthe), like the verbs “remembering” and “imitating” earlier, are in the present tense, and carries the connotation of “keep on praying.”
 

Warren Wiersbe states, “Every Christian should be on speaking terms with his pastor.” 
 I would take that one step further: “Every Christian should be on praying terms with his pastor.” You expect your pastor to pray for you and with you, but go you pray for your pastor? Do you pray with him? Few things mean more than having one of the church family approach me and ask if they could pray with me.

This appeal can only increase the assurance of the genuineness of the author’s love for those to whom he is writing: not only does he desire their prayers as it were at a distance but he longs to be united in person with them again, no longer separated from them by miles. The implications of this brief request are, first, that the writer had previously been associated with those he is addressing, perhaps as one of their leaders, second, that he is now in a different location, presumably in a different country, and, third, that he is for the present prevented from coming to them, though he hopes to be able to do so soon.
 What was the nature of the restraint which prevented him from coming to see them sooner? Some have thought of imprisonment; but in that case he might have said so explicitly. His reference to Timothy’s release in verse 23 probably means that he himself is not incarcerated.
 (We will look into this more in a few weeks.)

How can you really appreciate your pastor? From this text we learn that we honor the pattern of past leaders by remembering their lives and imitating their faith. We honor the position of present leaders by obeying their words and submitting to their authority. And we honor the peril of pastoral leaders by praying for them, their ministries, and their families. All of these are in the present tense, meaning, “keep on remembering, keep on imitating, keep on obeying, keep on submitting, and keep on praying.” 

That means more than one month a year.
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