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Unit 8: Authority 

 

This may be overstating the issue a little, but I do wonder if this might be one of the 
most difficult areas of leadership. We said at the beginning of the module that one of 
the problems we have with leadership arises out of our cultural context. Our culture 
makes this issue of authority particularly problematic. Humans are suspicious of 
authority, and our Western mindset exacerbates that instinctive rebellion. Jim Packer 
put it this way: “One tragedy of our time is that … ‘authority’ has become almost a 
dirty word in the Western world, while opposition to authority in schools, families and 
society generally is cheerfully accepted as something that is at least harmless and 
perhaps rather fine.”6 We also have to contend with leadership abuses, where too 
much authority has been either assumed or granted. This in turn has further solidified 
our prejudices. Our task, however, is to see what the Bible says on the issue, and to 
ensure, as far as we are able, that our reading is not so coloured by our cultural 
preferences or personal prejudices that we cannot sit under its authority. 

We should also pause at this point for a brief reminder: we saw at the start of this 
module that Christ rules his church; he has never abdicated that rule, nor is it 
mediated; it is direct and intimate. We see this in Revelation 2–3. He exercises his 
rule by his Spirit through his word. This means that the final authority among God’s 
people is the word of God, applied skilfully by the Spirit of God to the hearts and 
consciences of the people of God. 

What authority do leaders have? 
We should begin with some definition: authority is the right to make decisions and 
give direction. It combines both the ‘right’ to rule (votes, lineage) and the ‘might’ 
(apparatus) to rule (parliament, judiciary, police, military). Right without might is futile, 
and might without right is tyranny. In a democracy, the right of the government to rule 
is granted by the people. It is commonly termed a ‘mandate’: the people give the 
government the mandate to rule. A law is only enforceable as long as the majority of 
the population observes it. In other forms of government, the right to rule might come 
from the principle of succession (for example, a dynasty of emperors), but even that 
requires at least the compliance of the people. We see an illustration of this with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and the totalitarian regimes of the communist bloc. 
When there is a popular movement, it has the moral weight, in and of itself, to bring a 
government down. There often comes a point at which a totalitarian government no 
longer wishes to exercise its ‘right’ to wield its might in order to suppress dissent.  

                                            
6 Packer, I. J., Freedom and Authority (Regent College, 1992), 11 

Reflection 
Why do most of us in the West dislike authority so much? 



Another example to think about is the nature of the authority a parent has. It changes 
as the child grows into adolescence, but perhaps it always relies on an element of 
‘permission’ and co-operation. There is no doubt that co-operation is required as the 
child becomes a 6-foot, testosterone-fuelled, argumentative adolescent! As a parent, 
I soon recognised that my authority had to rely on something other than my ability to 
physically enforce obedience or compliance.  

Functional authority 
Leaders have a functional authority as they teach the word of God. This is helpful as 
we think about leadership and authority among the people of God. Both publicly and 
from house to house, they have the responsibility to show how the gospel speaks into 
life and circumstances. When that is clear, the refusal to obey is ultimately a refusal 
to obey God. One of the distinctive qualities of an elder is his aptitude to teach 
because he has to show the pertinence of the word of God to someone’s attitude and 
actions (1 Timothy 3:2; cf. 2 Timothy 2:15; Titus 1:9). We should be clear at this point 
that not every leader is a preacher: there are many different ways of teaching the 
truths of the gospel. As such he has a functional authority in that he happens to be 
gifted and competent as a teacher: he can demonstrate where the word applies to 
different problems and situations. 

That is easy in issues upon which the Bible speaks unequivocally, but what about 
when it is implicit rather than explicit, or when there are complex cases? Take, for 
example, the responsibility to love unbelievers. This is an unambiguous principle 
(Galatians 6:10), but it is not always easy to apply. Say a few of you in your Christian 
community have begun to befriend a woman who has a mental illness and has been 
begging in the street for money and cigarettes, even late at night. Clearly this makes 
her vulnerable. What is the most loving course of action? Should you give her 
money? Should you help her manage her pension? Should you offer to 
accommodate her in your house? As you discuss this question, someone in the 
congregation may have a different opinion to that of the leader. A leader’s opinion 
cannot take precedence over the opinion of another simply because they are a 
leader. Let us make a slight digression before examining this issue further. 

Default to authority 
There is a biblical principle of what we might call a default to authority. That is, 
Christians should be, by conviction, submissive. We should be people whose instinct 
is to defer to authority: Christians to one another, wives to husbands, children to 
parents, employees to employers, citizens to government. We should tend towards 
giving to Caesar what actually belongs to Caesar. This is because anarchy is the 
very heart of sin: the desire to be our own god. Becoming a Christian is submitting to 
God-in-Christ, and then exercising that submission in relation to those God calls us to 
submit to. 

There is a limit on this: when obedience to man is in conflict with obedience to God, 
then God claims prior allegiance. However, that is not anarchy or self-rule; it is a 
humble recognition of where our ultimate loyalty lies. It is vital in any consideration of 
authority to recognise that God has appointed leaders among his people. That 
appointment does not detract from the imminent rule of Christ over his Church, but it 



is the means by which he exercises it. Again, the distinctive quality of elders in 1 
Timothy 3 is their aptitude to teach, because the primary authority is the word of God. 

Moral authority 
However, we were addressing the question of the leader’s authority when biblical 
direction is implicit rather than explicit. In that situation, moral authority is imperative. 
This is sourced from experience and character. Elders are called elders because, at 
least in part, they are older. To phrase it colloquially, they have ‘been around the 
block a few times’! Experience on its own, though, is no teacher. It is required that 
leaders have learned through this experience and have proved themselves in their 
experience. Because Christians are called to humility, we should humbly submit to 
authority, and defer to those who have proved themselves through experience and 
display godly character.  

The Bible has much to say about the authority of leaders: 

Now I urge you, brothers—you know that the household of Stephanas were 
the first converts in Achaia, and that they have devoted themselves to the 
service of the saints— be subject to such as these, and to every fellow worker 
and labourer. I rejoice at the coming of Stephanas and Fortunatus and 
Achaicus, because they have made up for your absence, for they refreshed 
my spirit as well as yours. Give recognition to such men. (1 Corinthians 16:15-
18) 

For even if I boast a little too much of our authority, which the Lord gave for 
building you up and not for destroying you, I will not be ashamed. (2 
Corinthians 10:8) 

For this reason I write these things while I am away from you, that when I 
come I may not have to be severe in my use of the authority that the Lord has 
given me for building up and not for tearing down. (2 Corinthians 13:10) 

Nor did we seek glory from people, whether from you or from others, though 
we could have made demands as apostles of Christ. (1 Thessalonians 2:6) 

For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus. (1 
Thessalonians 4:2) 

We ask you, brothers, to respect those who labour among you and are over 
you in the Lord and admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love 
because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves. (1 Thessalonians 5:12-
13) 

Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one 
disregard you. (Titus 2:15) 

Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider 
the outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith. (Hebrews 13:7) 



Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your 
souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and 
not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. (Hebrews 13:17) 

 

 

  

Reflection 
How can we help one another in churches to welcome authority as a good gift 
from God? How can we avoid its abuse? 
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