
”Obey Your Leaders” 
(Hebrews 13: 17) 

Introduction: It has been our privilege this morning to receive into the 
membership of the church the Keating family. It should be a tremendous 
encouragement to you each time the Lord adds to His church, for it proves to 
you that He is faithful to build His church as He said He would, even as He 
is faithful to do everything that He promises. When you think about the 
nature of true holiness and how opposed it is to sinful human nature, it is 
easy to doubt whether anyone can be saved. A person who is in love with the 
things of the world -- ”THE LUST OF THE FLESH AND THE LUST OF THE EYES AND 
THE BOASTFUL PRIDE OF LIFE” (1 John 2:16) -- cannot love the things of God. 
It is impossible for them. But when you remember that the Lord is able to 
change the hearts of His people when He calls them by His Spirit, and that 
He does change them in His time, then this can give you confidence, for what 
is impossible for you, is possible for God. Jesus said, ”ALL THAT THE 
FATHER GIVES ME SHALL COME TO ME, AND THE ONE WHO COMES TO ME I WILL 
CERTAINLY NOT CAST OUT” (John 6:37). Your labor is not in vain in the Lord. 
Dave and Karen’s testimony shows us that this is true. The only sad thing 
about their joining this church is that they have already moved to Concord 
and will not be remaining as members, but will shortly be transferring their 
membership to the Antioch church. 

But since you have had the opportunity to see another family join the 
church, I thought that this would be a good time for you to see again the 
biblical foundation for church membership and to understand what both you 
and your elders’ accountability will be before the Lord for it. What the 
Lord is saying to you in this passage this morning is, 

Your elders will one day give an account to the Lord for how they 
have watched for your souls, and you will one day give an account to the 
Lord for how well you have heeded them. 

This text tells us that one day the Lord is going to call all of His 
people to account for their stewardships. He will call your elders to 
account for their care of you, as well as call you to account for your 
submission to your elders. This passage exhorts us both to conduct 
ourselves in such a way in this relationship that we might be able to 
give a good account to the Lord for our mutual obligations. 

I. First, I Want You to See What the Lord Calls Your Elders to Do. ”THEY 
KEEP WATCH OVER YOUR SOULS, AS THOSE WHO WILL GIVE AN ACCOUNT.” 
A .  Your Elders Are Called by the Lord to Keep Watch Over Your Souls. 

1.  They are called and commissioned by the Lord Himself to care for 
you, because you are a part of His flock. 
a. The Lord, when He instituted the offices of apostle and 

elder, did not entrust some deposit of grace to them, so 
that they could continue to multiply themselves in the 
church as the need arose. 

b. Rather, the Lord in every age personally qualifies and 
commissions elders and gives them as gifts to His church. 
(i) Paul says, in Ephesians 4, ”BUT TO EACH ONE OF US GRACE 

WAS GIVEN ACCORDING TO THE MEASURE OF CHRIST’S GIFT. 
THEREFORE IT SAYS, ’WHEN HE ASCENDED ON HIGH, HE LED 
CAPTIVE A HOST OF CAPTIVES, AND HE GAVE GIFTS TO MEN.’ 
. . . AND HE GAVE SOME APOSTLES, AND SOME PROPHETS, AND 
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(ii) 

(iii) 

c. And 

SOME EVANGELISTS, AND SOME PASTORS AND TEACHERS, FOR 
THE EQUIPPING OF THE SAINTS FOR THE WORK OF SERVICE, TO 
THE BUILDING UP OF THE BODY OF CHRIST; UNTIL WE ALL 
ATTAIN TO THE UNITY OF THE FAITH, AND OF THE KNOWLEDGE 

THE STATURE WHICH BELONGS TO THE FULNESS OF CHRIST” (v. 

Not only does Christ qualify these men and give them as 
gifts to the church, He also gives them the authority 
to rule His people in His Name. Paul said to the 
Ephesian elders, ”BE ON GUARD FOR YOURSELVES AND FOR 
ALL THE FLOCK, AMONG WHICH THE HOLY SPIRIT HAS MADE YOU 

PURCHASED WITH HIS OWN BLOOD” (Acts 20:28). 
Christ gives you these men as gifts, raising them up 
for the most part from your own midst, to rule over you 
in His name. He even gives to you a part in the 
selection of these men, so that you might more easily 
submi t to them. 

OF THE SON OF Gon, TO A MATURE MAN, TO THE MEASURE OF 

7-8, 11-13). 

OVERSEERS, TO SHEPHERD THE CHURCH OF Gon WHICH HE 

they are to watch over your souls as a shepherd watches 
over his sheep, in the name of Christ. 
(i) The word ”watch over” literally means ”to keep oneself 

awake,” and figuratively ”to be on the alert.” Here it 
means ”to keep watch over something, ” or ”to guard or 
care for it” (BAG 14). 

the loss of sleep to care for the flock of Christ. 
Paul knew of this concern. He writes to the 
Corinthians, ”APART FROM SUCH EXTERNAL THINGS ti. e. , 
the constant dangers that he was exposed to in his 
ministry], THERE IS THE DAILY PRESSURE UPON ME OF 
CONCERN FOR ALL THE CHURCHES. WHO IS WEAK WITHOUT MY 
BEING WEAK? WHO IS LED INTO SIN WITHOUT MY INTENSE 
CONCERN?” (2 Cor. 11:28-29). 

(ii) The word carries with it the idea of concern even to 

2. The main way that your elders exercise this care over you is by 
applying the Word of God to your lives. 
a. Your elders are to know your spiritual condition by 

observation. They are to watch you, listen to you, and 
interact with you, in order to know how you are doing. 
Solomon wrote in the Proverbs, ”KNOW WELL THE CONDITION OF 
YOUR FLOCKS, AND PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR HERDS” (27: 23). 

b. And when they see the need, they are to instruct you, 
correct you, and admonish you from the Word. 

c. This makes the pulpit ministry very important, for it is the 
primary way that the Word of God is declared and applied to 
you. Most of the counselling that you will receive in godly 
behavior will come from this. This is not just something to 
fill the time on a Sunday morning. The sermon is extremely 
important for your spiritual well-being, so you must listen 
carefully to it. 

d. But remember, that when a minister brings you the Word, he 
does so as a man under Christ’s charge and commission. 

e. Listen to the very good and insightful words of John  Brown 
of Edinburgh, from his commentary on the book of Hebrews, 
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f. 

"'They watch for your souls, as those who must give an 
account.' Christian pastors, if they are at all what they 
ought to be, 'watch for the souls' of those who have called 
them to take the oversight of them in the Lord. The 
spiritual improvement, the everlasting salvation of their 
people, is their great object; and to gain this great 
object, they watch. They know, that to gain it, constant 
attention is necessary; and they endeavour to yield it. 
They occupy a place of trust: they have not only been 
called by their people, but they have been commissioned by 
their Lord. . . . [The minister] may urge on you unpalatable 
truth -- he may utter sharp reproofs; but recollect he has 
no choice; remember he is 'a man under authority.' Put the 
question, Has he said anything that Christ has not said? If 
he has, disregard him; if he has not, blame him not, -- he 
has but discharged his duty to his Master and to you; and 
recollect, you cannot in this case disregard the servant 
without doing dishonor to the Master. If he had been 
appointed to amuse you, to 'speak smooth things' to you, you 
might reasonably find fault with him for his uncompromising 
statements and his keen rebukes. 
souls.' Your spiritual improvement, your everlasting 
salvation, is his object; and therefore he must not, to 
spare your feelings, endanger your souls. It were cruel 
kindness in the physician, to save a little present pain, to 
allow a fatal disease to fix its roots in the constitution, 
which must by and by produce far more suffering than what is 
now avoided, and not only suffering, but death" (709-710). 
The minister watches over you and brings to you, not his own 
word, but Christ's, by His own commission. 

But he 'watches for your 

B. The Chief Motivation for Your Elders Is that They Know That They 
Must One Day Stand Before the Lord to Give an Account to Him as to 
Whether or Not They Have Faithfully Admonished and Cared for You. 
1.  You are the flock of the Lord, the sheep of His pasture; you are 

the apple of His eye, and the Lord cares for you. 
2. And because you are, the elder ought to fear the Lord enough to 

speak to you all the words which He gives. 
3.  He knows that the Lord will hold him accountable to do so. 

Whether he has served the Lord for a few years in this capacity, 
or many, he will still give an account for how well he has 
carried out this task. 

4. The only thing that can bring any measure of relief from this 
realization, is to know that if he declares to you the full 
counsel of God, he has done all that he can. The results of his 
ministry are in the Lord's hand. Paul writes, in Acts 20:26-27, 
"THEREFORE I TESTIFY TO YOU THIS DAY, THAT I AM INNOCENT OF THE 
BLOOD OF ALL MEN. FOR I DID NOT SHRINK FROM DECLARING TO YOU 
THE WHOLE PURPOSE OF an. 9' 

11. Secondly, for Your Part, the Lord Tells You that Your Responsibility Is 
to Submit to Your Elders. "OBEY YOUR LEADERS, AND SUBMIT TO THEM." 

A. Remember, that the Elders' Authority Is Not Their Own Personal 
Authority, but that Which Christ Gives Them to Rule. 
1.  Your leaders which Christ has appointed for you have no 

authority in and of themselves. 
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a. They cannot make any rules or regulations of their own. 
Even a wrong interpretation of a correct rule must be seen 
as having no authority outside of Christ. 
(i) This is one of the things which divides the Roman 

church and the Protestant Church. 
(ii) Rome believes that she has the ability to make new 

declarations from the chair of Peter in Rome, in the 
area of faith and morals, and that all good Christians 
are bound to submit to them. 
But no man has been given the authority to bind your 
conscience by anything which is not contained in the 
Word of God. 

(iii) 

b. You cannot and must not submit to anything which is not 
Christ’s command. To do so would be to destroy Christian 
liberty. If someone were to try and make you do so, you are 
bound not to obey them, rather than to submit to them. Paul 
writes, ”SEE TO IT THAT NO ONE TAUES YOU CAPTIVE THROUGH 
PHILOSOPHY AND EMPTY DECEPTION, ACCORDING TO THE TRADITION 
OF MEN, ACCORDING TO THE ELEMENTARY PRINCIPLES OF THE WORLD, 
RATHER THAN ACCORDING TO CHRIST” (Col . 2: 8). 

2. If it was a matter of man’s authority, then you could not listen 
to them. But you must remember that when they come to you with 
the Word of God, they do not come in their own authority, but in 
Christ’s. 

B. When You Obey and Submit to Your Elders as They Rule in the Name of 
Christ, You Are Actually Submitting to Him. And by the Same 
Token,When You Refuse to Submit to Their Rule in His Name, You Are 
Refusing to Submit to Christ. 
1.  Don’t forget that even though Christ is absent from this world, 

He still rules His church in absentia, that is, in His absence. 
2. Christ was lifted from this earth in His ascension and was 

crowned King over all the creation until He has subdued all His 
enemies under His feet. 

3.  But the way that He rules is indirectly, through the men that He 
has gifted and sent to you. It is through the men that you have 
recognized and elected to be your rulers. But it is Christ’s 
rule, not man’s, and you are to submit to it because it is His 
rule. 

III. Lastly, Know that the Lord Will One Day Call Both You and Your Elders 

”LET THEM DO THIS 

A .  I and the other Elders of this Church Will One Day Stand Before the 
Lord to Give an Account of Our Stewardship of the Ministry Which He 
Has Committed to Us. We Want to Be Able to Do So Joyfully. 
1.  This accounting is both a present and a future one. 

to Give an Account of What We Both Have Done. Let Us All Pray that We 
May Be Able to Do So With Joy, and Not with Grief. 
WITH JOY AND NOT WITH GRIEF, FOR THIS WOULD BE UNPROFITABLE FOR YOU.” 

a. As elders, we daily give an account to the Lord in prayer 
concerning you. 

b. But there is also that final accounting which will take 
place on the day of Judgment for the entirety of our 
ministry. 
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2. And, as our text tells us, this accounting can be a joyful one 
or a grievous one. 
a. As your elders, we rejoice when you are walking in obedience 

b. But we also groan when you are not living according to your 

c. Again, John  Brown sums this up so beautifully, where he 

to your Lord, and bearing the fruit of good works. 

call ing. 

writes concerning the leaders of the church, "They have been 
entrusted with the care of a portion of that 'Church which 
He purchased with His own blood;' and they know that 'they 
must give account.' They must do so at the close of life, 
when the command comes forth, 'Give an account of thy 
stewardship; thou must be no longer steward;' and at the 
great day of judgment, when both ministers and people 'must 
give an account to God.' But this is not all: they must 
give account even here. Ministers ought to keep up a 
constant intercourse with their great Master. They ought to 
bear their people on their hearts before the Lord. If their 
work prospers, -- if the souls of their people seem to 
prosper and be in health, -- then they ought with joy and 
thankfulness to give an account of this to Him; and if, on 
the other hand, the souls of their people seem languid and 
diseased, -- if ignorance and carelessness prevail, -- if 
'questions gendering strife rather than godly edifying' 
occupy their attention, -- if there 'be among them roots of 
bitterness,' or 'enemies of the cross of Christ,' -- then 
too ought the Christian minister to pour out his sorrows 
before the Lord, giving an account 'with grief.' It is to 
this giving account that, I apprehend, the Apostle refers in 
the passage before us (709-710). 

concerned, he may, he must, give in his account with joy. 
Whether the Gospel, as administered by him, be 'the savour 
of life unto life' or 'of death unto death,' if he is but 
faithful, he will be 'a sweet savour of Christ unto God,' in 
them that perish as well as in them that believe; his 
unsuccessful as well as his successful labours will meet the 
approbation of the great Master, and obtain an abundant 
'recompense of reward." But so far as his people are 
concerned, the account given in by him will be joyful or 
sorrowful just in proportion to his success; and for him to 
give in a joyful account, is profitable for them; for him to 
give in a sorrowful account is unprofitable. It affords the 
purest satisfaction to a Christian minister to find that his 
labours among his people are 'not in vain in the Lord;' that 
the thoughtless are becoming serious; that those alarmed 
about their spiritual interests are seeking and finding rest 
in the faith of the truth, and the well-grounded hope of 
eternal life; and that those who have believed through grace 
are growing up in all things to Him who is the Head, 
becoming more intelligent and active, more harmless and 
useful, more weaned from earth, more fit for heaven. Every 
Christian minister, if he deserves the name at all, can in 
some measure say, with the Apostle John,  'I have no greater 
joy than to hear that my children walk in truth;' or with 
the Apostle Paul, 'For what is our hope, or joy, or crown of 

d. "If a minister is but faithful, so far as he himself is 
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rejoicing? are not even ye in the presence of our Lord 
Jesus Christ at His coming” 
In these circumstances he gives his account to his Master 
with joy, and thus is profitable to his people. His holy 
joy enables him to prosecute with growing alacrity the 
duties of his office; and the great Head of the Church, by a 
still further communication of divine influence, shows His 
satisfaction with His obedient children. On the other hand, 
if the members of a Christian church do not obey their 
pastor in the Lord and submit themselves, and if their souls 
obviously are not prospering under their ministry, it must 
be with a sad heart that he gives in his account to his 
Lord” (710-11). 

For ye are our glory and joy.’ 

B. You Too Will Stand Before the Lord to Give an Account of How You 
Have Responded to His Authority as Exercised through His Officers. 
My Prayer for You Is that You Will Also Be Able to Do So Joyfully. 
1.  Your accounting is also a present and a future one. 

a. Each time you are confronted with the ministry of the Word 
as it comes from your elders, whether through the pulpit or 
by private admonition, you should evaluate how well you have 
responded to i t . 
(i) You should examine yourself privately. This will be 

the best way for you to prepare for the future judgment 
of the Lord. 
This passage tells you by way of implication that to do 
so will be profitable for you. It will demonstrate 
that you are in subjection to your Lord, helping your 
assurance of salvation, and it will result in rewards 
in heaven for obedience. 

(ii) 

b. And on the day that you give your account, you will be able 
to do so with joy, for you have heeded Christ, and have 
proven yourself to be His obedient and submissive servant. 

2. But if you refuse to listen to them, you will find that it will 
not only be unprofitable for you, but positively harmful. 
a. Again to refuse the Word of the Lord as it comes to you 

b. Not only will His officers groan as they give an account of 

c. If you constantly refuse to submit to Christ, you will groan 

through Christ’s officers, is to refuse Christ. 

your life, but the Lord will make you groan as well. 

forever in the furnace of fire which is prepared for those 
who rebel against Christ the King. 

against Christ, if the truth of God’s Word is an unwelcome 
thing to you, and you refuse to submit to it, then run to 
Christ and ask for His mercy. 
heart and give you the grace that you need to truly bow your 
life to Him. Remember, one day you will bow to Him, either 
as a hateful vanquished enemy, or as a loving submissive 
follower. May the Lord grant to each of you here this 
morning that it will be the latter. Amen. 

d. If the Lord has shown you this morning that you are a rebel 

He alone can change your 


