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“Love, Honor & Obey”

Hebrews 13:17
June 29, 2008

Today we continue our series, “United We Serve” with a look at the topic of leaders and leadership in the church. This one is timely since the nominating committee has begun its work to find God’s choice for our next class of elders and deacons. The leadership of the church will determine if the church grows or stagnates or even withers away. How each of us works with our chosen leaders will determine how effective they can be for the church. Hebrews has a lot to say about leaders and leadership.

The writer of Hebrews is bringing his letter to a close with chapter thirteen. It may be that Hebrews was written primarily to encourage those Hebrew (Jewish) Christians to stay the course and not return to their former way. It may focus on the challenges to be a Jewish Christian but what the writer has to say is just as pertinent to us St. Timothy Christians.


Isn’t it true that we often hurt the people we love the most? I suppose there are a lot of reasons why we hurt people we love. We trust them to always be there and so we tend to take them for granted. We might feel like our friendship gives us the license to be brutally honest and so we say things to them we wouldn’t to others. Knowing people well means we also know their faults well and that may cause us to be more critical of them. So it was with the Hebrew Christians, so it is with any church.


The church, by its very nature, attracts a wide diversity of people. Put them all together and over a period of time some of those people begin to rub each other the wrong way and sparks fly. It is just human nature. The people who received this letter were in the midst of struggles in and outside the church and were trying to remain faithful to the Lord. Sounds familiar doesn’t it? Chapter thirteen, the closing chapter, begins with the admonition to “keep on loving each other as brothers”. No matter what happens, no matter the challenges, just keep remembering we are brothers and sisters in Christ. We are family. God brought us together. God wants us to take care of each other.

How does one love a brother? Sometimes easily, sometimes not. I can only speak from my own experience. My brother was five years younger than me and so as we were growing up we didn’t do many things together and were not very close. When I was 16 and driving Mike was 11 and riding his bike. When I was a freshman in college Mike was playing junior high football.  As we got older Mike was introduced to drugs and they became his best friend. We grew even further apart. I didn’t like who my brother Mike became. I didn’t like his friends, I didn’t like his lifestyle, I didn’t like what his drug habit did to our parents. But he was still my brother. I didn’t like him, but I loved him. Year after year after year I was there to bail him out of whatever he got tangled in, and he seemed to attract tangles. I was there for him because he was my brother! In some small way I felt like he was my responsibility.

Maybe that is what the writer of Hebrews means, loving someone enough that even if you don’t particularly like them you will try to get along with them, try to be a good & trusted friend. It is great when you like and love someone; a good marriage always has that duality. But outside the marriage it may be somewhat rare to find people you really like and to which you can be committed. It may be that if the writer of Hebrews was here today he would say to love as a brother is to do your best to be a good and trusted friend of the people God has placed in your life. That takes a deliberate effort.

A moment ago I mentioned marriage. When I first read verse 17 that first word, “Obey” and the following word “submit” reminded me of the many wedding ceremonies I have conducted. Every wedding ceremony always includes some version of the promise to love, honor and obey your spouse. What does it mean to love, honor and obey? It means to live together in such a way that you get along, you don’t fuss and fight. To love, honor and obey means to respect each other, to work as a team, to support and encourage each other. Disagreements, fighting, may from time to time be a part of that relationship but you always love each other and never throw in the towel on the marriage.

But the writer isn’t talking about marriage is he? No, he says, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority”. He is talking about church leaders because in verse 7 he identifies the leaders as those “who spoke the word of God to you”. That might include social and political leaders, but probably not.

Why should a church member obey church leaders, work with them, support them and encourage them? The writer gives us two reasons in verse 17b and assumes a third in verse 7. Your chosen leaders “keep watch over you”, they are “accountable” and most importantly, they have been chosen by God to lead you. I want to start with the last one, chosen by God, because it give reason and authority to the other two.

This church’s leadership has been chosen by God. You are the instrument of God’s selection process, but God chooses them. Every year three of our elders and two of our deacons rotate off service and are replaced by new leaders chosen from among you. As your leaders, (elders, deacons and pastors,) we do everything humanly possible to select new leaders who have shown a level of maturity in their Christian life and will be worthy of the mantle of leadership. Those rotating off and three members of the church who are not currently serving make up a nominating committee whose job it is to consider and recommend new leaders. That process is guided by what scripture tells us about good church leaders, God’s movement among us, and your confirmation of those chosen. (It is not a perfect system. Occasionally we make a mistake. Sometimes the person we choose isn’t well suited to a leadership responsibility. Sometimes the person wants to serve, is perfectly suited to serve, but their particular situation makes service too difficult.) But by and large the selection process is successful and blessed by God.

As God’s chosen, our leaders should expect to have our support. During their three year term those elders and deacons will have to deal with many challenges. Some of those challenges will be intellectually and emotionally, even spiritually difficult. These men and women need our prayers, our support, and our encouragement. The decisions they make steer our church.

Our church leaders are chosen in a cooperative effort between our church and God, and their primary responsibility is to “keep watch over” us. (v.17) What does that mean, keep watch over us? Ever since that day in 1970 when a small group of people agreed to call themselves “St. Timothy” and work toward becoming a Cumberland Presbyterian Church there has been a core of leaders who took responsibility for providing a place to serve and worship God, did whatever it took to keep the City of Bedford happy, found pastoral leadership, and were willing to give whatever was required to see that infant church grew into a healthy servant of the Lord. We are 38 years beyond that day but the responsibility to “keep watch over” continues, and in many ways is much more complicated by the size of our facilities, ministries and programs.

Our leaders protect us. Those in leadership at St. Timothy are on constant vigil for things, situations or even people who might undermine or threaten our church. Your pastors, elders and deacons, take pains to be sure everything fits comfortably into our God given mission. The church is always a target for Satan. Our leaders act as shields against his arrows, as watchmen defenders of the faith. Our leaders do what they do to protect us and deserve our faithful trust and obedience.

Someone once said that being a leader in a church is like trying to hold a pyramid of marbles together and the slightest wrong move will bring them all down. Sometimes it does seem that way. Life is difficult. Relationships take the strain. The church tends to amplify differences because we have high expectations of each other and a perfect model in Jesus. Church leaders who lead Christ-like will build the church. Church members who follow their lead will too.

Our leaders provide for us. You would not believe the hours your volunteer leaders put in, not to mention those of us who are salaried. Elders and deacons are always on, always ready to help resolve problems, prayerfully thinking about you, St. Timothy. 

Our leaders promote us. The other day I was at Albertsons picking up a few things and the cashier saw my St. Timothy name tag. “St. Timothy, that’s that church down on Forest Ridge isn’t it?” she said to me. “One of our regular customers is one of your deacons I think. Always inviting me to church. But I’m a Baptist. Sounds nice though.” Every once in a while we pick up one of those people!

In verse 17b the writer also tells us that those in authority over us “must give an account”. Certainly that means being accountable to each of us at St. Timothy. But it means a whole lot more than that, it means being accountable to God for the health and welfare of St. Timothy. Leaders carry a heavy burden of responsibility before God. James 3:1 says, “Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly.” The same is true for all leaders of the church. That is why in First Timothy Paul carefully outlines the kind of person a church should call to be its leaders. Leaders are accountable for their service, accountable to God and to the people.

In verse seven the writer encourages us to “Remember your leaders who spoke the word of God to you.” It may be that the writer is talking about church leaders who have gone on to be with the Lord. Fondly remember them and the work they did for you. But I want to add additional focus. Those in leadership positions need you to remember them in your prayers. If you pray for those who lead you God will grant your prayers. If you pray for those who lead you then it will be much easier to trust them and obey them. When you obey them their work becomes so much easier and more pleasant. “Their work will be a joy, not a burden” and the church will prosper.

The more united we are, the better servants of the Lord we will be. But we all know that human nature will just naturally develop some conflicts between us. Next week we will end this series looking at how to resolve any conflict God’s way. Amen.
