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Introduction: 
Why Study Church Governments? 

 
“Nobody thinks about church governments when they join a church;  

but, a lot more think about it when they’re crawling away from a church disaster.” 
  
 Getting into church leadership is often like a Las Vegas Wedding: You said yes because 
it felt right at the time; but suddenly, a church crisis happened and you woke up the next morning 
thinking, “How did I ever get myself into this position?” 
  Most of us were never taught “this is how to be an elder or trustee!” Heck, I said yes to 
my first senior pastorate without even reading the churches’ bylaws! And even if I would have 
read them, I’m still not sure I would've known if they were healthy or not. 
 Most of us just inherited our bylaws. And we were told "They're the most Biblical." 
Much like a child born in a Communist country, we didn’t really choose our government. At my 
first church, I didn’t even know that I could question our churches' governance! I mean, the 
Bible seems to spend a lot more time discussing the character attributes of our leaders than a 
precise flow-chart, right? 
 To make this topic even more difficult, most church bylaws are boring. Most of us would 
rather gouge out our eyes than read documents filled with legal jargon. And sadly, many of these 
bylaws were drafted up by lawyers who don’t understand how their bylaws predispose a church 
to having certain problems.  
 But if you’re wondering: Do church governments really matter? The answer is a 
resounding: “HECK. YEAH.”  
 Most people don’t give a rip about their church government – until things start falling 
apart. “I mean, everything was great when our former pastor was still here!” But now that our 
new pastor’s passion for shofar horns has been fully realized on Sunday mornings, people are 
starting to wonder: How did we get here? And why did we rename our church, “The Shofar 
Tabernacle?” The wisdom of a church government model is usually not even realized until times 
get tough.  
 Yet, the wake up call often starts in the same predictable way: a pastor falls into a scandal 
or the lead pastor position gets turned over to a mediocre leader; then, an elder decides to “save 
the church” (a.k.a., split the church) over [fill in the blank], and suddenly: a church can’t pay the 
bills. Hence the giant auditorium looks painfully empty. And when the tension becomes too 
intense (or the staff transitions become too frequent), all of a sudden, the legal rules which 
govern a churches’ operation become everyone’s new obsession. 
 
 By the end of this book, you'll realize that your bylaws can predispose your church to a 
massive number of problems. There's a lot of evidence to suggest that your bylaws can have a 
huge correlation to: 
 
(1). The evangelistic life-expectancy of your church (a.k.a., How long your church will likely 
remain effective with unchurched people.) 
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Bylaws also have a huge correlation towards, 
(2). The types of fights your staff and boards will have and when. 
 
(3). The type and personality of the pastor who will follow the founding pastor: (Eg., a 
visionary or a bureaucrat?) And even more... 
 
(4). The manner in which the church will eventually die.  
 
I'm not saying I can predict when a church will stop holding services. But churches tend to get 
stuck in permanent plateaus in predictable transition moments. And your bylaws have a huge 
correlation to whether or not your church will become stuck. 
   
“But how can you predict all these things based on bylaws alone?”  
 
Well, it would be an exaggeration to say that I can predict these events. But when you study the 
psychology of church decision making, plus the art of church life-cycles, you'll suddenly see why 
the majority of church disasters were systemic failures before they became moral failures. Your 
church government can be like having four-wheel-drive and a winch on your vehicle for those 
unfortunate moments when you get stuck in a ditch. And quite frankly, a lot of churches aren't 
prepared for the muddy seasons that await them. 
 
But, before I give you a snap-shot of this book, allow me to share how I first got into the topic of 
church governance. 
 
The Story that Launched This Book 
 
 In my early twenties I took over a well-known regional church in Wisconsin. I 
affectionately describe it as a "wannabe mega-church in farmville." The founding pastor was a 
charismatic fellow. And by the time I took it over, we had over 70 acres of land; two sizable 
auditoriums; a K-12 Christian school, not to mention, a small Bible college.  
 The city itself only had 19,000 people; yet, we could easily draw over 10,000 unique 
people to our conferences and events on a yearly basis. And even better, we were only a couple 
years from paying it all off. Overall, the church had a lot going for it, except for one thing: We 
had a terrible form of church governance.  
 Don’t get me wrong: The people on my board were godly people. But as you're about to 
learn: "a bad set of bylaws can cause good people to behave badly!" And our great crisis was 
lurking around the corner. 
 The founder of the church was everyone's hero. He and his executive had passed off the 
church to me so they could plant a sister church on the other side of the U.S.  

However, I was still a bit of a rookie to be leading a church of that size and reputation. So 
naturally, my leadership team and I wanted to keep a strong connection to our founder and his 
new church. To be specific, our church paid his salary for the first year. And my board was his 
board too. The goal was simple: We wanted others to experience a church like we had.  
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So, while our hero moved across the country to plant a sister church, we figured, let’s 
give him time to grow before he sets up a local board to help him. And against all odds, that 
church grew to 5000 people in just two years. In many ways, it seemed like God's blessings were 
all over this expansion. But our bylaws were not ready for the test that awaited us. 
 About two years into this, the worst of all things happened: our beloved founder was 
caught having an extended affair. And as often happens in situations like these, the accusations 
and offenses continued to leak out, week after week.  
 Obviously, we were not only shocked. We were devastated. Members started quitting like 
crazy. People started second guessing almost every tough decision that leadership had ever 
made. And as a board, we started asking all of the classic autopsy questions: How did this 
happen? Could we have prevented this by adding more accountability mechanisms? And the 
ultimate question: What are we going to do now? 
 Yet, there wasn’t much time to grieve: We now had two devastated churches to take care 
of. To make matters worse, the politics quickly spun out of control. We endured months of legal 
threats from high powered lawyers. I was even told that the I.R.S. could take my house away. 
Looking back, we were all in deep waters; yet, most of us were still learning how to swim. 
 Unfortunately, many of my board members became irreparably jaded. And to make 
matters worse, they all had lifetime appointments to our board. Two of my board members 
became so cynical that, they started treating me as though, I was the one who had the affair. It 
was almost like: “all pastors are corrupt.” And because I was the protégé of this toxic leader, I 
was somehow predestined to the same fate. One of my board members even told me:  
 
"My job is to protect the church from dangerous pastors like you." 
 
"Have I done anything to demonstrate that I'm dangerous" I asked?  
 
"No, but all pastors like you need people like me to keep you humble" he responded – as if the 
job didn't already do that!  
 As a young teaching pastor, I was already overwhelmed by the weekly barrage of mean-
spirited critique letters. The last thing I needed was to have cynical board members who felt 
compelled to "humble me." Two of them even wanted to regulate which books I read! 
 Yet, despite the micromanagement, over the next five years, I made it my goal to win 
them all back to health. After all, that's what servant leaders do. I wanted to heal their trauma and 
prove to them: "I'm not the same leader as the one who hurt you." 
 Unfortunately, despite my sacrifices, the politics and micro-managing never ended. 
About five years into this servanthood strategy, the board confronted me over a ridiculously 
small decision. I started to wonder: "What if this church is paralyzed by trauma – unable to 
heal? What if this church is incapable of ever taking risks again? What if this church is 
incapable of ever reaching the lost again – which is ironically how it grew big in the first place.” 
And finally, “would I be better off starting from scratch – a totally new church with no assets – 
with a better set of bylaws?" And ultimately, that's what I decided to do. 
 Before we moved away I took the church through a year-long search process. Seventy-
two candidates later, I found them another pastor to micro-manage.  
 Part of me knew that, no matter who they got, it was going to be power struggle based on 
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the bylaws and the church history. But, either way, the problem was no longer mine. I was free! 
And my wife and I moved three hours away to focus on our brand-new church plant.  
 Sure enough: a couple years later, my old board got into a fight with their new lead 
pastor. And the church went through its first big split. Then, the board got into another fight with 
the lead-pastor over a kids-curriculum, and it split again. As families left, the K-12 Christian 
school was forced to shut down. And finally, two years later, a new board got into another 
debate, and once again, another split! 
 Now, in fairness to the beautiful leaders in that church, I can honestly say, they all loved 
the Lord and had great intensions. Some of them were wounded. And pride and prayerlessness 
definitely played a role in the chaos.  

But many of the problems went way deeper than mere immaturity. Some of these 
problems were systemic (a.k.a., "baked into the bylaws"). Put simply: It was a bad form of 
church government that was causing good people to behave badly.   
 Allow me to explain it like this: Imagine playing the game of tackle football; yet, you 
happen to play in a league where the rules dictate: “You must play on gravel and you cannot 
wear protective pads.” As you’d expect, the game will suddenly become a lot more painful. It's 
inevitable that someone is going to accidentally get hurt and throw a punch out of defensiveness. 
But it's fundamentally a systemic problem (the gravel field); not merely a maturity problem.  
 Now, the reason it's critical to distinguish these two types of problems is because, they 
require two totally different solutions. 
 The book of James teaches us that, if 
we're mature, our leaders will always 
communicate in ways that are "pure; then 
peace-loving, considerate, submissive, full 
of mercy and good fruit, impartial and 
sincere" (James 3:17). If our board meetings 
are anything less than "considerate, submissive and full of mercy," than it reveals that the devil is 
at work. 
 But, in some churches, the problem is less about maturity and more about the dumb 
systems – the gravel football fields – that have been made out to be sacred. But it’s critical to 
distinguish maturity problems from systemic problems because, as you’ll see in upcoming 
chapters, their solutions are completely different. 
 
A New Beginning 
 
 Fast forward to 2004. My wife and I moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota, where we only 
knew about six people. But, with a dream in our hearts, we launched a brand-new church called 
Substance.  
 Planting a church from scratch definitely had its own set of traumas. It was super 
humbling going from a large auditorium and a sizable staff to nothing… not even a guarantee 
that I'd be able to put food on the table. However, my new board was delightfully different than 
the old one in several ways. 
 For starters, the church had no assets to bicker over. Thus, our board meetings were 

It’s critical to distinguish maturity 
problems from systemic problems 

because their solutions are 
completely different. 
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rather short! The church barely had any income. And the little that was left over, after paying the 
bills, went to my poverty level salary; thus, budget meetings were rather simple: "Praise God! 
We survived another month!"  
 I vividly remember telling my brand-new board:  
"Now… you guys seriously need to hold me accountable and give me feedback." And they'd 
laughingly respond: 
"Accountable for what? …for labeling your receipts? …for making sure you spend the $15 in the 
offering in a wise and discerning way!?" 
 Not surprisingly, most of our meetings were spent encouraging one another. We mainly 
shared testimonies about all the people who were giving their lives to Christ every week. Talk 
about a stark contrast to my previous church – where everyone debated each other’s motives and 
methods.  
 Thus, when pastors ask me about the differences between "planting a Church" verses 
"taking over a church," I often tell them: When you take over a church you have "All the assets 
but no authority to use those assets in a functional way." In other words, the board and church 
are naturally slow to trust you. Thus, even good changes must be done super slowly.  
 When you plant a church, you have "all the authority, but no assets!" In other words, 
everyone in the church is there because they love you. No one can say: "This was my church 
before it was yours." No one is "called to a program" yet not the lead pastor. The church is like a 
poor young couple in love after their honeymoon: There's a world of dreams yet no money or 
assets to do it. 
 Thus, I tell would-be lead-pastors: "Either way, you'll spend your first six to ten years 
earning something: In a take-over situation, you'll spend it earning authority; in a plant, you'll 
spend it earning assets. Either way, the pain of earning is not an option. And this is where 
bylaws come back into the picture. 
 Most churches don't experience the flaws in their bylaws until the Founding pastor retires 
or has a moral failure. In other words, if you plant a church with bad bylaws, the founding pastor 
usually has enough clout to compensate for the flaws in the bylaws. The real problems don't 
occur until a non-founder or power-vacuum happens. And that's where taking over a church can 
be a lot more difficult than planting: if a churches' bylaws are bad, the only thing you will earn is 
frustration. 
 In my case, our story turned out well. Despite starting from scratch, our new church 
ended up growing into a beautiful international church – with many locations and tens of 
millions in assets. But it's not our size or assets that bring me joy – it's the thousands of young 
people and skeptics who flock to our church each week. It's the joy of seeing a radical conversion 
every single week. 
 Don't get me wrong: We're not a perfect church by any metric; but, a lot of our current 
successes are due to the principles written in this book. And I know that they are reproducible in 
your church too. Indeed, many of the largest and most vibrant churches in America are now 
using the blueprints outlined in this book. 
 So, with my backstory out of the way, where are we ultimately going with this book? 
 
The Roadmap 
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In Chapter One, we’re going to start by discussing “church wounds.” A lot of people 

don’t even realize that they have them! Yet, it’s critical to start with this topic because: Wounded 
people always gravitate towards the governance models that give them the most control – not the 
models that bear the best fruit. Wounded people will even quote scriptures to substantiate their 
over-reactive positions. 

Unfortunately, many of these approaches end up transmitting more pain rather than 
transforming pain. Thus, I’ve found that it’s almost impossible to have an objective conversation 
about governance without dealing with our fears and biases 
first. 

In Chapter Two, we’re going to explore the four 
classic forms of church government that have been 
practiced throughout church history. I want to expose you 
to a few basic models and terms. But we aren’t fully 
equipped to critique the pros and cons of these models yet. 
To do that, we’ll need to understand five critical principles 
that affect church decision making. 
 Thus, in chapters three through five, I introduce five 
critical “building blocks” that many churches miss when constructing their bylaws. We’re going 
to study the psychology of church unity: how and why do churches tend to split? And rather than 
focusing on the obvious things, like pride, insecurity, and moral failures we will instead focus on 
systemic causes – i.e., “the requirement of a gravel football field” so to speak.  
 In other words, many churches employ “safeguards” that ironically make their churches 
less safe because they amplify politics and disunity. It's like wearing a radio-active seat-belt that 
causes cancer. Many of our safeguards help us in one area yet simultaneously kill us in other 
areas.  
 To get more specific, I could summarize Chapter Three like this: “Opinions are like 
arm-pits; everyone’s got them and they all stink.” Well… O.K…. I'm sure that some people have 
great smelling arm-pits. But, how do you find them without having to smell everyone's pits? (I’m 
probably getting lost in the metaphor here). But especially as churches become bigger, how do 
we get the right people at the table with the right qualifications? 
 In Chapter Four, we’re going to explore interesting questions like: “Can a person be 
called to the church yet not to the senior leader?” It might sound like a simple question, but your 
answer will have a profound affect on the effectiveness and life-expectancy of your church! I 
will make the case that when people are "called to the church" but not the lead pastor, the church 
tends to get stuck in a permanent plateau. The same occurs when staff members are called to the 
paycheck or platform but not to the senior leadership. And some of these paralyzing situations 
are often the direct result of dysfunctional bylaws. 
 In that same chapter, we’ll ask another deep question: Can your bylaws empower unity 
under great duress? And how can we really know this? Along the way, you will hear a few sad 
church stories. But, don’t lose heart: We can learn from the school of wisdom instead of the 
school of hard knocks! 
 In Chapter Five, we’re going to ask the question: How do we know if a church is dying? 
And how might this be related to your bylaws? The vast majority of churches stop growing after 

Wounded people always 
gravitate towards the 

governance models that 
give them the most 

control – not the models 
that bear the best fruit. 
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their founding pastor resigns. Why is this? And why is it that almost all of the exceptions to this 
rule have a specific form of governance? Prepare to learn a critical key to church revitalization 
called, Corporate Subservience. I’ve been told that this chapter might be the most insightful 
portion of the book. 
 And finally, in Chapter Six, I attempt to integrate all of these five building blocks into a 
newer bylaw solution called the Hybrid bylaws. It’s an approach to church governance that 
accomplishes two huge tasks: (1). It borrows from the strengths of all the classic models while 
attempting to minimize their weaknesses. And (2). It applies the wisdom of the Five Building 
Blocks that are outlined in the previous chapters.  
 But I want to warn you: Don’t skip ahead. Each chapter is based on multiple church 
disasters. And the Hybrid model will never make sense until you’ve wrestled with each and 
every building block. 
 And finally, be sure to check out my follow up book: "Church Bylaws and the Disasters 
that Created Them." Think of it as the sequel to this book. The current book your reading is all 
about church health – how your bylaws can make it or break it. If your governance was a car 
engine, this book is about how to build the engine. But my follow up book is the actual bylaws – 
filled with footnotes on how to tweak them. In other words, it’s how to trick out your engine (to 
fit your culture) without causing it to explode. 
 Thus, my follow up book is essentially an educational set of bylaws – a workbook 
designed to be read with your leadership teams. (Check out www.PeterHaas.org/bylaws for these 
resources).  And to keep everyone from boredom, I added dozens of interesting church-split 
stories that resulted in each and every clause. So, much like a true crime story, I try to keep the 
bylaws interesting by giving you “the why behind the what.”  

But here’s the question: Can we create safeguards without stalemates? Can we minimize 
politics while maximizing fruitfulness? And ultimately, can we increase both the joy and life-
expectancy of our churches? I believe the answer is yes. 

Admittedly, I don't have all the answers. Yes, I've helped hundreds of churches revitalize, 
merge and find new pastors. And I've literally helped over 1000 churches plant through the 
Association of Related Churches. But, my theories are still a work in process. And I'm currently 
collecting a robust amount of data for the next edition of this book. 

However, in every city I travel to, there is a church that is defying the odds – surrounded 
by churches that are plateaued and dying. And no matter which of these categories your church 
falls into, my hope is that these ideas will help your church take a few steps closer to Christ and 
thus "bear much fruit" (John 15:8). 

 
Enjoy. 
 
Peter R. Haas – 2021 
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Chapter One: 
Why your Biases and Wounds affect Everything 

"Wounded leaders gravitate towards the governance that gives them most control; 
but, kingdom leaders gravitate towards the models that bear the best fruit.” 

 
 

Every leader has church-wounds. When we join a church and live intimately with other 
believers, offenses will come. We’ve all heard the saying: “Christians aren’t perfect, just 
forgiven.” Yet, we also idealistically hope that, just maybe, we’ll find a church of perfect people. 
Hence, the next humorous folk wisdom goes: “If you find the perfect church, don’t go there, 
because you’ll wreck it!” 
 I remember when I first started presenting the research on church governance, I naively 
assumed everyone could approach it from a detached philosophical perspective. But, with each 
presentation, I was continually caught off guard by how emotional and angry people got. It was 
common for me to hear outbursts from people that went like this: 
 
"Well, all I know is this... Lead pastors / board-members / [or, fill-in-the-blank-person-who-hurt-
me] should not have the power to [fill in the blank]. This is abusive and unbiblical." This 
predictable response almost became a hilarious cliché in my first fifty presentations. 
 And many of these same people were justifiably angry. Their stories reminded me of just 
how messy churches can become. But it also reminded me that, if I really want to help church 
leaders embrace the evidence, I need to help people deal with their triggers first.  

Another surprise that I kept running into was the fact that everyone who poured out their 
pain seemed to get wounded at a different place in the flow-chart.  

For example, I met dozens of pastors who had their churches ruthlessly ripped from them 
over the smallest details. I also met staff members and elders who were thrown to the street for 
simply questioning the smallest decision of their dictator pastors. 

Yet the clear theme was this: Wounded people tended to gravitate towards the forms of 
governance that either (a). gave them the most control. Or (b). gave them the greatest illusion of 
safety. In other words, if a person was wounded under authority – let’s say, by a narcissistic 
pastor – they generally wanted a bylaw system that put more restrictions on those over them. 
And if a person was wounded by those under them in the flow chart – say, for example, an elder 
rebellion – or a foolish church voting procedure that split their church, then, these leaders tended 
to want more restrictions placed upon those under them. 
 
The Church Sin Debate 

 
 Over time, when I began my presentations, I started experimenting with the following 
provocative question: “Which of these four groups is most likely to sin?” 
 (a). The lead pastor? (b). The staff? (c). The elders and their spouses? Or (d). the congregants? 
I call this exercise “the Church Sin Debate.” 
 Usually, groups often started out by focusing on the lead pastors of mega-churches. And 
it shouldn’t surprise us. When big name pastors have moral failures, it naturally makes bigger 
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headlines in the church. 
 For example, a while back, a podcast came out called “The Rise and Fall of Mars Hill” – 
a disaster story of how a well-known church fell apart. And naturally, a lot of people started to 
use it as evidence that (a). mega-churches naturally create narcissistic leaders; and (b). 
unaccountable lead pastors are implicitly more likely to kill a church. 
 Of course, this assertion is logically unfair because, pastors of smaller churches have an 
equal number of problems with moral failures. Even more, people are often surprised to learn 
that over-controlling elders and church votes kill churches significantly more often than moral 
failures in the lead pastorate – and these problems ironically afflict smaller churches more than 
larger ones.1 But why do so many Christians believe the opposite is true?  

For starters, the sins of bureaucracy aren’t as interesting as the sins of celebrity. No one 
wants to listen to a podcast called: “The Rise and Fall of an Agonizingly Cautious Elder Board.”  

The other reason is that, broken elder boards and foolish church votes are so common that 
they don’t even outrage us anymore — even though they should.  

 
But the reason I'm passionate about discussing some of these misconceptions is because 

almost every major denomination is going through an unprecedented drought of pastoral 
candidates. No one wants to go into ministry anymore because the critiques are too high. The pay 
is too low. And those who do tend to burn-out quickly. One study found that less than ten percent 
of people who go into full time ministry will retire in full time ministry! And what if a lot of 
these awful stats were ironically driven by over-controlling boards or cynical church culture? 
What if all of these problems were merely self-fulfilling prophecies? Quite simply, the eco-
system of church leadership is a bit more complex than a lot of people realize. 
 So let’s return to the question: “Which of these four groups is most likely to sin?” 
 (a). The lead pastor? (b). The staff? (c). The elders and their spouses? Or (d). the congregants? 
In many ways, it’s a ridiculous question because, “ALL have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God” (Ro. 3:23). Deep down, we all know: The devil will happily use whoever of us is most 
available! 
 So, why then, do I still ask this silly question? This exercise is designed to reveal two 
things: (a). Who wounded you (or a friend of yours). And (b). Which governance model your 
comfort-zone will tend to gravitate towards most. 
 For example, in the coming chapter, we’re going to explore many of the classic forms of 

 
1 If you’re wondering why, simply think about this: In most churches, about 10-20% of the congregation provides 
80-90% of the budget. Thus, if a church is 400 people, as few as 40 people control the finances. To put this in more 
practical terms, a church of 400 is essentially run by roughly four to six power-families. And it only takes one or two 
power families with an extreme agenda to highjack an entire congregation like this.  

For example, when a family leaves, they usually drag about two to four families with them – causing a 
massive swing in the budget – forcing the lead pastor to lay off the well-loved assistant pastor, which, in turn, causes 
even more people to leave! I.e., it’s a much more fragile eco-system. Thus, one power family can pretty much split a 
church over any church issue they can conceive of.  

Hence, when dysfunction sets in, it’s almost economically impossible for the lead pastor to make healthy 
decisions verses political ones. Pastors are forced to embrace a lot more cancerous in-alignment in order to preserve 
the economic stability of a church. But, in a church with over 1000 members, it can give the pastoral staff an equal 
footing to power families – enabling healthy decisions more than political decisions. 
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church governance. And when you study them long enough, each of them clearly places a 
heavier burden on one slice of the flow chart to the exclusion of the others – resulting in some 
pretty nasty side-effects.  
 So, can we just stop for a second and admit that ALL people in ALL levels of the flow 
chart can sin? And ultimately, we want healthy people to exist at all levels in the organization, 
right? So, it simply makes no sense to create bylaws that cause one group to churn and burn 
simply because it makes us “feel more secure” in our place in the flow chart. 
 Unfortunately, most churches don’t focus on their bylaws until trauma. Yet, that’s 
ironically the very moment when they’re most likely to pendulum swing to a reactive set of 
bylaws. 
 Consider the following story from a church board member: 
 
“Years ago, we had a well-loved staff member get into a fight with our lead pastor over a 
doctrinal issue. The initial topic that started all of it seemed rather trivial to most of us. Yet, after 
a nasty fight ensued, a significant portion of the church chose sides. When all was said and done, 
the staff pastor eventually left with a few families. And a year later, our lead pastor retired. 

To prevent this painful experience from ever happening again, the board and I felt it wise 
to establish a series of annual church votes on all such doctrinal positions. After all, we figured, 
“church votes add discernment” right? Or, so we thought! 
 Like a lot of churches, there soon arose a debate about doctrines regarding sexuality and 
gender identity. The new lead pastor, the board, and the top leaders of the church were united 
about what we thought the Bible clearly teaches. 

However, there was a young church member who happened to be an activist on the issue. 
She knew that church voting procedures made a church vulnerable to take-overs. So, she quietly 
recruited several dozens of activist friends to “join the church” without actually joining the 
church. And when the church vote came around, they flooded the ballot boxes and shocked the 
leadership with an overwhelming win. 
 Both the staff and the board were shocked. In one small vote, we not only lost our church 
but we lost our jobs too – after all, how could we ethically stay if the church disregarded the 
Bible? Naturally, it was super painful to walk away from that church. Many of us had sown our 
life-savings into that building. 
 Within a year, the church called a pro-LGBT pastor. And three years down the road, the 
church went from 1200 members into bankruptcy. The new pastor resigned. And the building 
was converted into an office space. 
 Looking back, we had no idea just how short-sited our bylaws actually were.  
We were trying to prevent our church from dying – over a fight between our lead pastor and staff 
– yet, we ironically set our church up for an even worse fight. Indeed, every modification to our 
bylaws set us up for a different set of problems. 

 
As I discussed this tragedy with this leader, we concluded that the real problem was this: 

instead of modifying their bylaws, they needed to modify their hearts. Instead of modifying their 
voting procedures, they needed to modify their love, their communication, and their trust. 
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How To Know if You’re Wounded 
 
 A lot of Christians don’t think they struggle with unforgiveness or church wounds. But 
here’s a simple test: Who do you rant about the most? Whose sins are you most likely to bring up 
to others? The reason this is important to note is because, rehearsing other people’s failures is the 
preeminent sign of unforgiveness.  

Think about it: Why do we rehearse other people’s sin? For some of us, we’re looking for 
empathy and we’re trying to heal. Still others of us are looking for justice and restitution – and 
we’re hoping that the people around us can somehow give it to us. I.e., it’s a political tactic.  

The only problem with playing the victim is that it always makes us feel worse. The 
empathy we receive is a sorry substitute for divine restitution. Only God can heal us (Psm 62:1). 
Certainly, it’s nice to feel empathy and compassion from others; yet, it’s simultaneously 
impossible to play the victim and be a victor at the same time.  

Even more, the Bible teaches that when we turn to politics and finger-pointing to achieve 
justice (instead of turning to God), we end up creating a “bitter root that defiles many” (See 
Isa.58:9b-10; Heb. 12:15).2 We end up being like Absalom (2 Sam.15). He dragged tens of 
thousands into a bloody war simply because of his wound. His offense was legitimate; but, the 
influence tactics he adopted in response to this offense were not. 

At the end of the day, God calls us to trust him for justice – lest we institutionalize our 
unforgiveness by creating political chaos; or, in our discussion, we create reactive or legalistic 
bylaw structures that ironically transfer pain more than transform it.  

In the end, only God can balance the scale:  
 

“6 The Lord brings death and makes alive; he brings down to the grave and raises up. 
7 The Lord sends poverty and wealth; he humbles and he exalts. 

8 He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap; 
he seats them with princes and has them inherit a throne of honor. 

“For the foundations of the earth are the Lord’s; on them he has set the world. 
9 He will guard the feet of his faithful servants,  
but the wicked will be silenced in the place of darkness. 

“It is not by strength that one prevails; 10 those who oppose the Lord will be broken. 
The Most High will thunder from heaven; the Lord will judge the ends of the earth.”  

1 Samuel 2:6-10 
 

Put simply: if we fail to believe his justice is absolute (Romans 12:19) we’ll turn to all 
sorts of carnal influence tactics and broken political systems (Psm 146:3). Yet, all of this stems 
from a faulty view of God and his justice. 
 For example, in my book Broken Escalators, I admitted that I once believed forgiveness 
meant, “letting people get away with sin.” Thus, I was subconsciously using unforgiveness as a 
tool to guarantee “safety and accountability.” However, this approach is a lot like drinking 

 
2 Have you ever been won over by a person who points the finger at you in a malicious way? Probably not. As John 
Knox once said: “It’s impossible to influence and antagonize people at the same time.” Collateral modes of 
influence are quite different than conversion modes of influence. 



 15 

radioactive waste and then waiting for it to affect the other person. It’s not merely ridiculous, it’s 
hurtful to me and spreads radiation poisoning to everyone around me. 

So here’s a new way of thinking about justice that will change how you approach church 
governance: Forgiveness isn’t “letting people off the hook;” rather, it’s letting people off of your 
hook and putting them onto God's hook." Forgiveness doesn't negate God's justice. In many 
ways, it activates it. It’s the process of eliminating yourself as the conduit of consequences and 
accountability. 

God has already promised us:  
“7 Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows.” Galatians 6:7 

There is no such thing as “getting away with sin.” Indeed, God’s justice is so strong and perfect 
that I actually feel bad for people who mistreat me. I naturally feel compelled to "pray for my 
enemies" (Mt. 5:44)! I once thought that "praying for my enemies" was an obligation; but, it’s 
actually a natural consequence of knowing God’s nature: When we see how serious God takes 
every sin, we'll naturally pray: "Father forgive them for they know not what they do!"    

The more we understand this, the more we’ll pity the victimizer more than the victim 
because,“God causes all things to work together for the good of those who love him” Romans 
8:28. Indeed, Jesus promised the persecuted saints in Philadelphia, “I will make them come and 
fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.” Revelation 3:9 

We can rest assured God isn’t looking the other way when people hurt us. And when 
we’re convinced of this, it liberates us to innocently focus on the mission of God instead of our 
adversaries who are already under judgement.  

 
 So, in light of all of this: if we’re going to have a functional conversation about church 
governance, it’s critical we approach this topic with a few assumptions: 
 
Assumption #1:  There is no governance on earth that can guarantee “leaders 
won’t sin.”  All relationships require reasonable risks. If a lead pastor or elder wants to sin 
they will always find a way. Even if you adopt the "perfect model of church governance," if 
there’s pride and prayerlessness, there will still be chaos. In the end, healthy leaders either 
choose accountability or they don’t. We can’t legislate accountability without pendulum 
swinging to another set of problems. 
 When we begin to "force accountability," through bylaws, it always leads to the question: 
How far will we go? And which part of the flow chart should we target most? Once again, it's the 
"Church Sin Debate." 

At one church, an elder told me: 
“I think that the lead pastor should disclose their salary in the bulletin.” I happened to know that 
this particular elder made three times as much as his lead pastor. So, I sarcastically quipped back 
in a cheery voice:  
“That sounds great… provided that you and the board do the same. After all, if the 
accountability is truly helpful, then why don’t we ALL embrace it! …both the board and the 
membership at large!” 

Immediately, he got pretty quiet. I was trying to show him that institutionalized 
accountability can get weird fast! Indeed, the common name for institutionalized accountability 
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is legalism! 
 And that’s one of the problems when we pursue “safety and control” above all else: Our 
churches will feel more like prisons than churches: “Pastors are allowed to walk the prison-yard 
from 1pm to 1:30 – but only after a vote at the annual meeting of the elders.” 
 We can laugh about the absurdity of this metaphor; and yet, when I read a lot of 
churches’ bylaws, they essentially create a prison for a particular group – resulting in constant 
turnover and burnout for that position. And at the end of the day, we really can’t fix character, 
trust and communication problems with a legal system.  
  

The second assumption we need to take towards church governance is similar; however, 
it teases out a slightly different value, and it’s this: 
 
Assumption #2:  Bylaws are best designed for crisis; Mentoring is best 
designed for prevention.  

Churches can become weird when they misapply the two above tools. For example, a 
great leader is collaborative and listens to feedback from their teams. A great leader allows 
mentors to dig into every aspect of their lives. Indeed, I am always surrounding myself with 
people who aren't impressed with me – who will tell me the truth when I'm making risky 
decisions.  

For example, I have pastor friends who regularly ask me about my marriage and sexual 
purity. I have regular phone calls with my pastor. He’s constantly challenging me about my 
sabbath rituals and speaking calendar.  

Yet, a churches’ bylaws cannot become a legalistic prescription for ideal leadership. 
Remember, bylaws are a legal document. They're designed to outline things a person 
would/could sue over.  

Even more, bylaws should be a "survival formula" – a road-map for moments of 
transition / tension and crisis – not idealism. 
 To use an emergency room metaphor, if a patient is bleeding out on the table, there needs 
to be a clear decisive leader. There’s no time for people to stand around debating. It’s not the 
time to “call a vote” about whether to swap out the lead surgeon. I.e., Urgency requires decisive 
authority or the patient will die. The same is true in a church crisis.  

Most churches split and die at very predictable moments. And if your bylaws don’t 
identify these moments and streamline decision making during them, the church is simply going 
to be more susceptible to unnecessary death. 
 
“But Peter,” you say, “I need more guarantees! How am I supposed to trust that my leaders 
won’t get weird?” 
 
Let’s approach this like a marriage counsellor. If someone said: “How do I prevent my spouse 
from hurting me?” Would we recommend them to sign a legal document like this? 
 
“Regarding toilet paper rolls, the aforementioned [spouse] must therefore refer to article 5 
(section b) on proper installation of said toilet paper. ‘The spare toilet paper sheet must hang 
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over the top – not pull from the underside.” If my wife breaks this injunction, I will interpret this 
as a lack of trust and care in respect to my big hands. And thereupon actify a “family confidence 
vote” hitherto referred in Article 8.” 

Now, a healthy person would instead have a heart-to-heart on toilet paper preferences. 
And if necessary, they might even need to resort to marriage counselling (or O.C.D. 
medications). But trying to prevent tension and chaos by turning to legally mandated procedures 
is ridiculous. 

Ironically, if I forced my wife to sign such an agreement it would create the very chaos 
I’m trying to avoid! Indeed, a smart spouse wouldn’t even marry a person like this. And in a 
similar way, most healthy lead pastors wouldn't even work at churches like this. 
 So, here's a better solution: can we just stop for a moment and acknowledge our wounds 
and biases? Even better, can we allow the Holy Spirit to come into those dry places and heal us? 
 
The God of Restitution 
 

I remember back when I was still sorting out my church wounds, I came upon the story of 
George Whitefield.3 He was a contemporary preacher of John Wesley who lived in England 
during the mid-seventeen hundreds. 

One time there was a widow in his church who was considerably poor. So, Whitefield 
had saved up some money that would have been the equivalent to about $1100. And he was 
thrilled about bringing it to the widow to bless her. But in those days, traveling could be quite 
dangerous. There were a lot of highway robbers who would happily take your money and kill 
you. And sure enough, on his way to the widow’s house, George and his friend got mugged and 
all of their money was taken! 

Obviously, George was devastated. He was like: "Come on Lord! That money was for the 
widow! I’m trying to help people! So why would you allow this to happen?" 

Yet, in the middle of his pity-party, suddenly, George and his friend heard the highway 
robber galloping back to them again! And they thought: "This is the end! We probably saw too 
much. We can identify him to the authorities. So, he’s decided to kill us.” And when the highway 
robber came up again, he angrily yelled out: 
“YOU!  Give me your jacket too!" George had a nice coat. So, the robber threw his old grungy 
coat at Whitefield’s feet and rode off in George’s nice new jacket. 
 At this point George and his friend were now feeling even more violated. They could 
barely breathe. And again, they’re thinking: "Why God? Why this? Why now?” 

Finally, they came upon some cottages. And once safe inside, they started to relax when 
suddenly, Whitefield felt a lump inside this grungy old coat the robber abandoned. And it turned 
out, when the robber switched jackets, he forgot to transfer all the cash he had stolen! And get 
this: Not only was George’s original thousand dollars in there, but there was an additional 
twenty-thousand dollars in the jacket! 

 
3 The original version of this story came from the book: “The Encyclopedia of 7700 Illustrations 
– article 6896, “Whitefield Wore Robbers Clothes”  
 



 18 

In that moment, I’m pretty sure that God was up in heaven, joyfully shouting: “Who’s 
your Daddy George? Say It! You really thought I would abandon you? No way! I was ultimately 
blessing you!” 
 I share this story because, I think all church leaders go through similar experiences. We 
all have moments in leadership when we feel robbed. And when they happen, we will all be 
tempted to re-commit the sins of either King Saul (becoming a dictator over those under us) or 
those of Absalom (becoming a mutineer to those over us). But the result is the same: We die.  
 I remember as I left my church in Wisconsin, I felt so hurt by a lot of the things that had 
happened. Yes, most of the people were delightful. But, for those select few who really hurt me, 
I couldn’t stop thinking about them. 

To add to my stress, it was pretty humbling to start over from scratch in a big city. I only 
knew about six people in Minneapolis – all of whom were college students. I went from having a 
giant office to a card table in my basement. I went from having a K-12 Christian school with free 
tuition for my kids to being a portable church pastor – putting everything I owned into a junky 
church trailer. In many ways, it felt like I had lost everything.  

And although I was still good friends with a few of my former elders, there were a couple 
of them who I never wanted to see again. And at times, I found myself ranting to God about 
those few leaders who mistreated me – simply because they were insecure and needed control. 
 And yet, God didn’t waste any of my painful years. He used every one of those lessons to 
help me build a stronger church – twice as fast. And although the first six years of our new 
church plant were a roller-coaster of ups and downs, God started giving us building after 
building – campus after campus – leader after leader. Indeed, my success was so obvious that, 
my former church even considered becoming a campus of my new church – to which we 
eventually said "No." 
 And I’ll never forget the Sunday when one of those two irritating elders came to visit our 
church in Minneapolis. It was the elder who hurt me the most. And he randomly decided to show 
up at one of my new church campuses – years after I had left my old church.  

We had just acquired a historic miracle building worth tens of millions in downtown 
Minneapolis. Our church was growing by hundreds each month. And the one elder – who was 
most critical of my methods – was sitting in the audience clapping during the worship. 
 To my surprise, when I saw them, I didn’t feel any of the angry emotions I once did. 
Shockingly, I didn’t see them as the robber anymore. In fact, the Lord had blessed my life so 
thoroughly that, it was almost impossible to stay mad.  

Indeed, when we caught eyes, the opposite happened! Both of our hearts lit up with joy. I 
ran and gave him a hug. And we ended up having a delightful conversation. It was beautiful. I 
felt like Joseph in front of the very brothers who sold him into slavery: “What you intended for 
evil, God intended for good” (Gen. 50:20). And he could appreciate the miracle of our new 
church more than anyone. 
 But I share all of this because, I believe God wants to create similar stories for all of us. 
God always sorts things out! But it will only happen if we fully trust him to be the only true 
source of justice – not politics or legal systems. 
 When we turn to “bylaw systems” to heal our wounds, we end up floundering like 
Apostle Peter on the night Jesus was betrayed.  
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“Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. 53 Do you think I cannot 
call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels?” 

(Matthew 26:52-53). 
You see, Jesus knew that carnal influence tactics would not make the situation healthier. And the 
same is true with church bylaws. 
 As we rethink how our church bylaws work, let’s avoid the painful over-reactions of 
those who’ve gone before us. 
 And as we trust in the Lord for protection, let’s allow him to reveal to us a better way: 
 

“For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, 
 and many enter through it.  

14 But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”  
(Mt. 7:13-14). 

 
“Heavenly Father, we just want to lead your church in a way that leads to life! We ask you for 
healed hearts, for clear minds, and for wisdom about how to lead your people. In Jesus’ name 
we pray, Amen.” 
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Chapter Two: 
The Classical Forms of Church Government 

 
What are the four main categories of governance  

that churches have gravitated towards throughout history?  
And why do we still need a fifth? 

 
 
 Church governments are similar to secular governments: In theory, all governments are 
supposed to help the people. But when you study history, we all know this intension doesn’t 
always play out so well.  
 For example, Soviet-styled Communism advocated all sorts of idealistic pro-human 
principles; yet, in the end, that system caused millions of people to starve under socialistic 
despotism. The people who advocated for these systems failed to understand the value of 
freedom of speech and healthy competition.  
 On the other hand, free-market capitalism has its own set of flaws: In America, we like to 
think that we have a democracy; and yet, these same multinational corporations that fuel our 
wealth just might also own us! One study alleges that Google's search engine alone can sway 
public opinion by upwards of 20%!4 Thus, if our government doesn't have the clout to break up 
monopolies and create checks and balances for these corporate power-players, then, we're going 
to experience a different set of problems. 
 Now, I bring up these philosophical debates because, the classical forms of church 
government have similar pros and cons. Church leaders across America obsess about church 
health and growth; yet, very few look in the direction of their government – mainly because most 
denominational churches don’t have a choice. In order to belong, they must accept the dictated 
format – regardless of how antiquated the system is.  
 As one pastor friend told me: “Politically, I can’t afford to question our governance!” 
Yet, I would counter: You can’t afford NOT to. After all, church splits aren’t merely due to 
human immaturity. Many of these problems are ironically caused by the very accountability 
mechanisms created by our bylaws. 
 But before we dive into the classic models, let’s start with a more complicated question: 
“What does the Bible say?” 
 
What is Ecclesiology? 
 

Over the centuries, many theologians have split hairs trying to pin down the exact 
functions of “Elders” (Greek: presbyteroi); Overseers/Bishops (episkopoi); and Deacons 
(diakonoi) – not to mention, apostles, prophets, pastors, evangelists and teachers. And the fancy 

 
4 See: https://www.judiciary.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Epstein%20Testimony.pdf 
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name for this theological topic is called, Ecclesiology: the nature and structure of the Christian 
Church. And more specifically, the topic of governance is classically known as church polity.5 

Most scholars agree that, during the time of the Apostles, churches were primarily headed 
up by elders with deacons under them (see Titus 1:5-7; Acts 14:23; 1 Tim.5:17-18; 3:1; 1 Peter 
5:5; James 5:14).  

But here's where opinions start to differ regarding, "What's the Biblically correct 
flowchart?" Where exactly do the overseers (episkopoi) fit into this picture? Are they a type of 
elder or are they distinct and above elders in the flow-chart? To some people, this sounds like a 
silly debate. But as heresy began to grow in the early church, people wanted to know: Who's 
really in charge of the capital "C" church? 
 Some Early Church Fathers argued that overseers were one-in-the-same as elders.6 In 
other words, they argued that a "Biblical church" should have two levels of leaders consisting of 
elders and deacons. In other words, pastors, overseers, etc, were simply types of elders. As 
evidence, they claimed that Paul refers to overseers and elders as one-in-the-same in his address 
to the Ephesians (see Acts 20:17-35).7 But, whatever the truth, history definitely swung away 
from this two-tiered view.  
 By the fourth century onward, churches became dominated by a three-tiered model – 
where bishops are above elders and deacons. Indeed, bishops can override elders. And to 
substantiate this model, they would turn to Bible texts like 1 Timothy.8  
 For better or worse, this model was so dominant by the middle-ages that, bishops not 
only controlled churches with an iron fist but, they controlled everything in Europe. Thus, from 
the Reformation onward, churches started to pendulum swing away from the belief in "bishop-
controlled churches."9 

 
5 Theologian Millard J. Erickson defines polity as the study of "the governmental structure of a local 
church or fellowship of churches." See, "Polity" – Concise Dictionary of Christian Theology, rev. ed. 
(Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 2001). 
6 In the early church, Clement of Rome (AD 95) felt that elders (presbyteroi) and bishops (episkopoi) were 
one in the same – as did the Didache – one of the earliest leadership manuals from the early church. But 
Ignatius of Antioch disagreed (AD 107). He taught that all three, elders, overseers, and deacons were 
distinct. And both Irenaeus (AD 175-195) and Cyprian of Carthage (AD 258) took it further by forming the 
concept of apostolic succession – the idea that the Apostle Peter alone had "the keys" to the gates of hell. 
And that this divine favor could only be passed down through a succession of bishops coming through 
Peter.  And not surprisingly, this morphed into the Catholic papacy – which dominated up through the 
Reformation. Most post-reformation forms of government have been designed to decrease the power of the 
bishop or eliminate it all together. 
7 For a full argument on this, see "Is Polity That Important?" from Perspectives on Church Government, 
by Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman p.10 
8 In 1 Timothy 1:3, Paul tells Timothy to stay in Ephesus "to command certain people to not teach false 
doctrine." Clearly, there were already elders there. Yet, Paul says nothing about consulting them – or 
getting them to vote about this. Indeed, it seems to be a unilateral command – implying that elders are not 
autonomous from bishops – nor are all elders "equals." After all, there was no vote needed about whether 
Timothy could / should stay.  
9 For example, in the German Reformation, Martin Luther argued for two modifications: (1). Eliminating 
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 To counteract the corruption of bishops across Europe, a lot of churches conveniently 
argued that, "according to the Bible, bishops (episkopoi) were merely a type of elder" (the two-
tiered model of church). The goal was to make it legal for churches to be "self-governed" by 
elders – free of the state. And when this model erupted again, through Presbyterianism, some of 
these two-tiered churches still found a clever way to add a bishop-like role into their model – 
without calling them bishops.10  

Now, you're probably thinking: Why the heck does it matter? Isn't this all just a debate 
over meaningless semantics? Well, if we want to conform to the Bible, then, yes it matters. But 
it's also critical to acknowledge that scholars have never agreed on how to interpret a clear flow 
chart from these passages.  

The truth is, we don’t know for sure how each of these roles functioned – nor do we 
know if these roles were intended to be a permanent prescription for churches throughout the 
ages. 
 Even more, a careful study of the New Testament (and early church history) will show 
that governance systems seemed to be in a constant state of evolution. Thus, polity scholar 
Eduard Schweizer argued, "There is no such thing as the New Testament church order."11 In 
other words, it would seem that, authority structures were primarily based upon common sense 
and practicality – (like we saw in Acts chapter six) – and not some eternally specific plan of 
God.12 
 So, as I’ve studied church polity over the past few decades, it is my personal opinion that 
the Bible spends a lot more time outlining the character attributes of these leaders more than 

 
the concept of a pope (a single ruling bishop) while still continuing to have bishops; But, (2). He argued 
that bishops should not be involved in any politics outside of church. I.e., Let's separate church and state. 
Let's redefine bishop as an exclusively spiritual role. Zwingli, on the other hand, advocated that churches 
ditch the idea of bishops all together – yet keep the Swiss church and state as one. But I'm noting this 
because: (1). Many of the theological arguments towards "elder-run churches" were essentially just 
attempts to separate church from state. And (2). Despite Luther's best attempts to change the role of 
bishop to a spiritual role again, this idea never really took off until the 1900's. Germany's secular 
government maintained control over bishops all the way up until 1919. (See Perspectives on Church 
Government, by Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman p.16).  
10 For example, 1 Tim. 5:17 teaches that, "17 The elders who direct the affairs of the church well are 
worthy of double honor, especially those whose work is preaching and teaching." Some say, the verse 
implies that there are some elders who "direct the affairs of the church" compared to those who don't. Or, 
at the very least, there are some who teach verses those who can't/don't. Therefore, some would say, if 
Paul distinguishes multiple categories within eldership, who possess differing levels of opportunity, 
privilege, and even honor, this is a clear indication of hierarchy. Whereas, groups like Biblical Elder 
Resources (BER) argue that there is no hierarchy amidst elders. That, despite the fact that some elders are 
allowed to teach, "there is an equality of authority" (See point number five on their "Brief Explanation" 
page: https://www.biblicaleldership.com/what-is-be/brief-explanation/ ) 
11 Church Order in the New Testament, translation by Frank Clarke (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1961), 
p.13 
12 Respected theologian, George Eldon Ladd remarked: “It appears likely that there was no normative 
pattern of church government in the apostolic age, and that the organizational structure of the church is 
no essential element in the theology of the church” from, A Theology of the New Testament (ed. 1993). 
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precise flowcharts, voting procedures, or job-descriptions. Yes, we can gather a lot of 
governance ideas from scriptures. However, I believe Christians have to go beyond the bounds of 
scripture to say, “this is the only Biblical form of church governance.” 
 Unfortunately, there are still a lot of dogmatic books and organizations who quote their 
favorite Bible passages to the exclusion of others or bring assumptions to the text that don't 
necessarily exist. However, I think we should be wary of such arguments. After all, if we were 
really trying to be “Biblical,” then we would communally share all of our possessions (Acts 2) 
and cast lots for our leaders (Acts 1).13  
 Indeed, all of the classical forms of church government have a favorite Biblical proof text 
to back up their positions. And, yes, it's still important for Christian leaders to study these 
arguments.14 However, I tend to agree with Gene Getz who said: "the Bible does not provide a 
specific template for the exact right way to do governance for your church. However, the Bible is 
very specific about the character of those who serve as church leaders."15 
 So, if you’re reading this book hoping that I will settle all of the theological debates over 
these Greek words, you’ll be disappointed. My goals here are far more practical: I want churches 
to split less, last longer, and focus on the Great Commission more. Ultimately, I believe you can 
judge a tree by its fruit more than its format (Mt. 3:10; 7:17).  
 But before we go there, let's review the top four classic models of governance that 
churches have gravitated towards over the centuries. 
 
The Four Classic Models 
 As I mentioned in the Introduction, I don't fully subscribe to any of the following four 
models. Indeed, the entire point of this book is to suggest a hybrid that merges all four. But, to be 
fair, each of these models has redeeming characteristics to them. And as I explain them, I'll try to 
give you a few historical tid-bits which contributed to their momentum. But realize, this section 
is filled with generalizations and over-simplifications. 
 
The Episcopalian Model (a.k.a., the Bishop Model) is arguably the oldest of the four. 
To avoid confusion, it's important to note that, by using the word Episcopalian, we are not 

 

13 In their book "How to Read the Bible for All it’s Worth," hermeneutical scholars Fee and Stuart 
essentially argue: “just because the Apostles did something does not mean that we should emulate their 
behavior nor assume that such a precedent is God’s explicit intension for ourselves.” So why, then, do we 
uncritically assume that every New Testament precedent is the glorious ideal pattern for the modern 
Christian? Certainly, there are valuable patterns to follow; yet, we must be discerning between the 
explicit teachings of scripture (primary doctrine) verses the implicit teachings (secondary doctrines) that 
are based upon inferences – rather than clear commands." Indeed, many Christians argue for polygamy 
based on Bible precedent. The reason we don't is because of the explicit teaching: "a husband of but one 
wife" (1 Tim 3:2). 
14 One of my favorite comparative theology books on the topic is "Perspectives on Church Government: 5 
Views" by Chad Owen Brand and R. Stanton Norman (Broadman & Holman Publishers, Nashville, Tn.) 
15 See "Elders and Leaders – God's Plan for Leading the Church: a Biblical, Historical and Cultural 
perspective." Pg. 13 (Moody Publishers)  
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referring to the Anglican-American denomination known as the Episcopalians (although, the 
Episcopal church does, in fact, have bishops). Rather, it's a reference to the Greek word 
episcopoi – a word which is often translated as bishop or overseer. Hence, the model emphasizes 
that the episcopoi is the entity who is primarily in charge.   
 Common advocates of the episcopalian model are: Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, 
Episcopalians, Anglicans, some Lutherans, and most Methodists. However, many of these same 
denominations have split in recent years, creating some exceptions.16 
 The episcopalian model essentially started with the Catholic concept of Bishops who 
believed that, there is an apostolic succession of leaders who have presided over the churches of 
God since the days of the Apostle Peter. And, to this day, the Catholic church believes it is the 
only institution who's maintained this divine chain of leadership. Naturally, there are a lot of 
bishop oriented churches who don't agree with the Catholic position.  
 But here's where they agree: Every church will still have a teaching elder (Greek, 
presbyteroi) who is called either a pastor, priest or vicar. However, the local leader 
(pastor/priest) is not the one who's truly in charge. Rather, the power is ultimately found in the 
bishop. 
 Bishops have varying levels of authority depending on the denomination; but, local 
churches need to submit to these non-local leaders.  
 The most common critique is that bishops are too detached to make functional decisions 
for local churches. In church history, many local churches resented when bishops would meddle 
in local issues – or even worse, they'd seize assets that they did nothing to build or acquire. If a 
Catholic church is growing fast, it's still common for Catholic bishops to simply plant another 
parish nearby and assign half of an existing congregation to move. Naturally these types of 
tensions gave birth to the second common model: 
 
The Presbyterian Model (A.k.a., Board-Run Model): This model is essentially the 
“Elder-run” system. Gaining steam through the Reformation, this oligarchic model essentially 
gives final authority to a group of elders within a local church. Elders are not merely focused on 
finances (which the American Internal Revenue Service might term a trustee or director); but, in 
the Presbyterian model, elders are essentially on par with the senior pastor who is merely the 
“teaching elder.”17  
 Proponents of this model love to emphasize passages like 1 Timothy 3 and 5 – as these 
passages are often used to advocate for a team-model of church. They also tend to argue that 
bishops and elders are two terms referring to the same local office.18 This “board run” system 
can be found in many Presbyterian or Reformed churches. It’s also common amidst many 
traditional Evangelical denominations. 

 
16 For example, Missouri Synod Lutherans do not have bishops but are Congregationalist. 
17 However, some Presbyterian denominations distinguish senior pastors from other elders in one way, 
ordination: For example, it's common for "teaching elders" to be ordained by their peers (other senior 
pastors) whereas "ruling elders" are ordained by the local congregation. 
18 Theological Norman Geisler argues that they merge these entities by taking the concept of "bishop, 
coming from the Greek background and the other (elder) from the Hebrew background of the early 
church." (See Geisler's "Systematic Theology Volume 4," p. 105) 
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 Keep in mind, both Presbyterianism (and the next model, Congregationalism) were 
formed as a reaction towards the Catholic papacy – who wielded total control over society. In 
some ways, many of the church movements that started them did so as an attempt to separate 
church from state – not out of pure devotion towards the Scriptures nor even church fruitfulness.  
 For example, after the Reformation, Protestant churches started forming state churches19 
(a.k.a., Erastian) which offered significantly more freedom to local churches than was previous 
experienced under the Catholic papacy. But the bishops within these state churches were still 
subject to the state.  
 For example, if King Henry VIII or some other monarch wanted to modify the church in 
some significant way, life in the state-church became problematic. Thus, both Presbyterianism 
and Congregationalism were merely the most palatable improvements that their secularizing 
governments would allow. They were positive evolutionary changes but not necessarily the most 
efficient.  
 But the stereotypical critique of board-run churches, which gave birth to the subsequent 
model, was that board-run churches tend to be run by oligarchies. In other words, "Elder-run" 
churches are often run by power-families – either big donors or influencers – who will pull the 
strings whenever they don't get their way.  
 In other words, the anointed "young Davids" will never be crowned because, the "house 
of Saul will never consider them." I.e., if you don't fit into one of these power-families, then you 
will always have a limited voice. Naturally, this created a desire in some for greater leverage and  
representation in church governance, leading to Congregationalism. 
  
The Congregationalist Model (a.k.a., the Church Vote Model) - The key values in this 
model are democracy and autonomy. Each church is essentially independent and self-governing. 
Congregationalism emerged as a reaction against out-of-touch bishops and elders who could 
create local policies as if they were imperialist dictators.  
 It's important to note that congregationalism can mean two different things: (1). It 
primarily means that a church is “locally self-governed.” Thus, any independent or non-
denominational church could technically be considered congregationalist (including the Single-
Elder-led Model mentioned below). However, in our discussion here, I am referring to another 
definition of congregationalism which means, (2). The idea that a church employs some form of 
a democracy or republic at work in their national denominational structures. In other words, they 
theologically believe that "the priesthood of all believers" outranks all bishops, elders, apostles, 
pastors, etc.  
 Hence, Congregationalist churches are often distinguished by the following: (A). They 
have more church-wide voting processes and (B). They have longer and more intense 
membership processes. 

 
19 I almost listed the Erastian Model as a fifth governance option. National and "State churches" are 
common in many places in Europe. For example, the Church of Denmark is Lutheran or the Church of 
England is Anglican. But, practically speaking, one can't modify these models – which is the goal of this 
book. And after these countries went through the secularization of their governments, these same state 
churches often fit better into the other categories I've listed. 
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Obviously, there’s a lot of different types of Congregationalist churches. It’s common for 
various boards and sub-committees to control different aspects of the church. And a common 
example of congregationalism can be found in the Baptists or Evangelical Covenant Church. 
 But the central idea behind this model is that, the highest authority essentially rests in the 
congregation – a.k.a, the believer's church. Practically, it often argues that full accountability 
demands full democracy.20 Yet, its critics would rebut: this approach to accountability is also its 
greatest weakness.  
 Similar to board-run churches, congregationalist churches are often critiqued for having 
increased politics, splits and stalemates. For example, if a teaching pastor takes a controversial 
stance on say, Calvinism or the End Times, the entire church can easily get embroiled and 
distracted with a church vote.   

Naturally, the responsibility of a church vote requires a more robust number of 
membership requirements. After all, "we can't haphazardly entrust key theological votes to just 
anyone. They must be educated!" Consequently, congregationalist churches often have long 
membership processes where applicants must be interviewed. And not surprisingly, some people 
find these processes to be rather elitist and alienating towards seekers.  

A Christian once told me about their experience in one such church: 
"I was a brand new Christian when my friend invited me to his church. I was still 

sorting through a lot of theological baggage at that time. But this new church was 
wonderful for me. I immediately found dozens of new Christian friends. However, I was 
warned: in order to stay, I had to go through a robust membership process. After all, this 
was a church that had church-wide votes. And those votes required some responsibilities. 
"Fair enough" I thought. And I signed up the following month. 

Naturally, I went through all of the classes. I was taught a lot of things about the 
denomination. And towards the end, I was forced to stand before a panel of elders 
whereupon I was asked a series of doctrinal questions that were apparently important to 
that denomination.  

In the end, I failed the test – the panel rejected me. Ironically, it wasn't because I 
disagreed with their doctrines; but rather, I simply couldn't commit to one of their strong 
statements. I felt like they wanted me to believe something that went beyond what the 
scriptures taught. As a result, they told me that I wasn't allowed to vote or serve in the 
church. Even my fellowship needed to be "limited to the pastoral staff."  

Naturally, I was devastated. In the end, I started going to a church that was way 
more chill about their membership process – because they didn't have as many votes. And 
ironically, I eventually came to all of the same doctrinal conclusions as that original 
church! But, it took me a few years to get there. Unfortunately, they lost me along the 
way. And worse, the friends who originally invited me ended up coming to my new 
church as well. Indeed, their system seemed to create a lot of unnecessary alienation."  

 
20 Baptist author, David Allen, argues, "a church is technically not a democracy; it is rather a 
'Christocracy'" meaning, a believer isn't allowed to simply 'do whatever they want.' Rather, Christ is the 
one in control. Thus, as Malcolm Yarnell says, "The New Testament church is ruled by Jesus Christ, 
governed by the congregation, led by pastors and served by deacons." (See "Upon this Rock: The Baptist 
Understanding of the Church" by Jason G. Duesing, Thomas White, and Malcolm B. Yarnell III, pg. 60 
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Now, the reason I shared this story is because, some critics feel like Congregationalism 

doesn't allow people to wrestle with theology – which tends to be a critical prerequisite for 
churches to be good at evangelism and diversity. Church votes necessitate that church leaders 
make sure that all members are "qualified and capable of voting in a responsible way" – and 
understandably so! I wouldn't want a church full of baby Christians voting on something 
important either. 

But that's the very nature of voting procedures: When a church has a lot of them, they 
need to spend a huge amount of time educating and debating voting issues – not to mention, 
qualifying and measuring voters – which may or may not be healthy.  

As another example, I once knew a church that had a church wide vote to nominate 
elders. The pastor told me: 

"Every single year, it would turn into an annual fight on women in leadership. We 
even had a super-clear statement of faith on women in ministry; and yet, the vote would 
inevitably stir the pot in such a way that, it would always start fires that our pastoral staff 
would have to put out. And sadly, every time this happened, newer families would leave 
saying: "Are you kidding me? I thought this church was about reaching the lost – not 
debating with the saved." 

 As you would imagine, church-wide votes have become especially precarious as Bible-
literacy has plummeted among church-goers in America. For example, if 90% of a churches’ 
membership isn’t even reading their Bibles on a daily basis, then, the last thing they need is a 
toxic vote to distract them. Instead of learning how to read their Bibles, they're embroiled in a 
hyper-political debate on women in ministry when they don't even have the theological 
foundations to have the conversation in the first place.   
 For example, what happens when a person applies to a congregationalist church and they 
are voted down because they don't subscribe to a Pre-tribulation Rapture (or some other 
secondary doctrine that the church requires?) Or, for example, the husband is rejected yet the 
wife is not? Or what happens when that same husband shows up at a church vote. Will he be 
turned away? Who will be the enforcer? What if he's a big giver? Some think this model creates 
a grotesque tangle of unnecessary complications. 
  
The Impact of Urbanization and Specialization 
  
 Another accusation leveled at Presbyterianism and Congregationalism was that they were 
ideally designed for churches when the vast majority of them were under 200 members – when 
most humans on earth lived in rural settings. 
 Keep in mind, only a hundred years ago, 86% of Americans lived in cities with less than 
three-thousand people in them. Indeed, most humans on earth lived in rural settings. So, churches 
were not very sophisticated. And most pastors were untrained and bi-vocational. And the same 
was true with hospitals and doctors. In the late 1800's to early 1900's, less than five percent of 
medical doctors even had a college degree! Hence, it made sense to utilize lay-boards in both 
hospitals and churches. And it made sense that lay-boards were considered "equals." 
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 Now, it goes without saying, both hospitals and churches have grown a bit more 
sophisticated and large in the past century. Many churches have universities, book publishers, 
and even restaurant franchises – requiring boards with more sophisticated qualifications. 
 Even more, as the shift towards urbanization is still speeding up, it's not only causing 
churches to become larger. But, churches are also growing less homogenous, and significantly 
more transient. Not surprisingly, membership processes and church voting procedures have 
become a bit more politically precarious than they were in previous generations. 
  Thus, in light of a lot of these trends, it shouldn't surprise us that the twentieth century 
brought us an eruption of new ecclesiological models that attempt to solve these issues. And one 
of these models is the Single-Elder-led approach. 
 
The Single-Elder Model  (a.k.a., "The Apostolic Model") This model is a church ruled 
by a singular elder, often called an apostle.21 But, more fundamentally, it argues that the apostle 
(accompanied by prophets, pastors, evangelists and teachers) are the ones who "equip the saints" 
– not a lay board (Eph.4:11). Indeed, advocates of this model might say, "to switch these roles 
would be to subvert the Biblical flow chart."  
 To be fair, many of these single-elder run churches have "elder boards;" however, they 
have a distinguished "teaching elder" who has special privileges (as I mentioned about regarding 
1 Timothy 5:17).22 And the motive was not to avoid accountability as much as it was to avoid 
toxic bureaucracy and increase specialization. 
 I had a friend who advocated for this model like this:  

"Peter, imagine one of your kids needed emergency brain surgery. Yet, after rushing your 
child to the hospital, you realized: This particular hospital doesn't believe that 
neurosurgeons are trust-worthy. Indeed, the only way to hold them accountable is by 
requiring a team of lay-people to do the surgery. Of course, the neurosurgeon can be in 
the room. But they must be capable of over-riding the surgeon whenever they see fit.  
Quite simply, Peter, you would never bring your child to such a hospital!" 

 "This is true" I responded. However, to defend the opposite perspective, I added: "but I 
also wouldn't bring my child to a neurosurgeon who was a sociopath – who was able to slice and 
dice hundreds of patients with no oversight either!" 
 The good news is that most leaders, in these types of churches, aren't sociopaths. Indeed, 
most are simply trying to streamline decision making for the purpose of health and evangelism.   
 The real tipping point for the single-elder led model happened after the Jesus Movement 
and Charismatic Renewal of the 1960's and 70's. Most denominations took a clear tip into 

 
21 Not to be confused with “Capital A” Apostles – like those who wrote scripture. Ephesians 4:11-12 says, 
“So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12 to equip 
his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.” Apostles (a.k.a., sent ones) 
are church planters. They are often founding pastors who establish the remaining four (Eg. prophets, 
pastors, evangelists, and teachers) into their proper roles in the church. 
22 For example, in the United States, most single-elder led churches still have trustee boards (which the 
I.R.S. requires for all 501c3 organizations). Thus, at the very least, there is an independent internal 
financial accountability mechanism. 



 29 

decline. And a lot of people began wondering if the classical models were too mired in politics to 
remain effective for evangelism – launching a record number of independent churches. 
 For example, when the charismatic renewal was happening, it was common for bishops 
and elder boards in mainline denominations to be particularly hard on charismatic oriented 
leaders – marginalizing them or disfellowshipping them for simply wanting contemporary 
worship.  
 And even before these theological and methodological contentions happened, it was 
common for bishops to purposefully want weak local pastors. Bishops would intentionally move 
pastors to a new church every couple years so that these local pastors wouldn't garner more 
influence than their regional bishops. 
 Naturally, this gave rise to church parsonages – houses on the church property. Pastors 
couldn't be expected to buy and sell houses if they would only live in a place for 2-4 years. 
Hence, churches needed to buy a house to support the never-ending carousel of pastors.  
 And you might be thinking: "What's wrong with that? Couldn't a little variety in lead 
pastorate be good?" Perhaps. As a teaching pastor, I would love it if I could recycle my sermons 
by switching congregations every now and again!  
 The only problem is that it's very rare for churches to continue growing or reaching lost 
people when they have lead-pastors with short tenures (which, according to current data is 
anything less than 15-20 years).23 And unfortunately, the same short tenure problem tended to 
ring true in elder-run churches for the same reasons – elders wanted to have more power. 
 So, to counteract these negative trends, there was a movement to re-establish strong 
central leadership – especially "five-fold" leaders (Eph 4:11) with the hope of streamlining 
decision making and keeping churches growing. And in the latter 1900's and early 2000's, 
Americans left episcopalian models at record pace to establish the independent church 
movement. 
 Theologically, the advocates of this apostolic model argued: Every church movement in 
scripture and church history had a unique individual whom God anointed to lead His people: 
From the Judges of the Old Testament, to Paul, to many of the great leaders of history: Each of 
these movements were created by five-fold leaders who were allowed to have large amounts of 
“divine apostolic authority” to lead. Indeed, they would argue: This is what Paul meant when he 
said, "the elders who teach" are worthy of double honor (1 Tim 5:17).24    

 
23 Most churches go into a 6-10 year plateau in terms of finances and attendance whenever there's a 
change in the lead pastorate. To be specific, there's a "honeymoon bump" caused by curiosity about the 
new leader followed by five years of turn-over and decline – as families and staff and programming go 
through a predictable pruning process. Then, somewhere around the six-to-ten year mark, churches can 
make an upward trend – unless the newer lead pastor resigns – resetting the process. As you can imagine, 
most churches have been in a perpetual reset for decades. And to find out why, be sure to read my 
upcoming chapters four and five. (Also see Thom S. Rainer's brilliant book "Break Out Churches: How to 
Make the Leap" for more data on this phenomenon.)  
24 Once again, they would argue: In 1 Timothy, Paul unilaterally commanded Timothy to "stay there in 
Ephesus" as the chief teaching elder – he didn't consult the local board (1 Tim.1:3). Indeed, his command 
implicitly indicates that he had ultimate authority to stamp out any other teaching elders who felt 
otherwise. Even more, Paul makes similar commands throughout the letter, without concern for the 
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 Naturally, this model results in significantly less control for the average church member – 
which is comforting if you’re coming from a church that is drowning in church politics – or 
clueless members who possess dangerous voting rights. 
 Conversely, it’s equally disconcerting if you’re accustomed to high amounts of control. 
And it’s downright scary if you’re coming from a church where there were abuse scandals that 
were covered up.  
 In the 1980's and 90's, it seemed like this single elder model was taking over the world. 
Gender and sexuality votes were splitting presbyterian and congregationalist governances across 
the U.S.  Even worse, denominations with big assets and clear hierarchies (bishops) became 
lucrative targets for sex-abuse lawsuits. For a season it seemed like single-elder churches were 
the only models that could weather many of these cultural storms. Yet single-elder churches have 
amassed their fair share of scandals too. 
  As Prosperity churches started to implode throughout the 90's and 2000's (which were 
predominantly single-elder), Christians began asking the question:“Who really holds these 
pastors accountable in this model? Who approves the pastor's salary? What happens when 
nepotism kills fruitfulness?" And it's not surprising that Christians are asking: Is there a better 
way to do this? And hopefully, by the end of this book, you'll agree that there is a better solution.  
 
So Where Do We Go From Here? 
 
 About twenty years ago, in the early 2000's, I was asked to mediate a particularly nasty 
church split. The people on both sides of the split were self-righteously shouting: "We are the 
most Biblical!" And yet, as the outsider, I felt like I was the only person who could see the fact 
that they were all acting like immature spiritual babies. 
 In that moment, I suddenly had an appreciation for the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 
when he said:  
 
"17 In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good. 18 In 
the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are divisions among you!" (1 Cor. 
11:17-18) 
As he put a few chapters earlier, 
" 3 You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly?" 1 
Cor. 3:3 
 
When it came to these warring parties, I tried to reason with them about their Biblical 
assumptions. Yet, I quickly realized, their problem wasn't theological.  Indeed, most of them 
didn't even know the above four models. Most of them couldn't even make a decent Biblical 
argument for their own model – let alone debunk the others!  

 
Ephesian elders (See 1 Tim.1:3; 20; 2:12) – arguing that boards and voting procedures should not be 
elevated over the five-fold gifts. I.e., There are certain elders with more authority than others. We 
shouldn't necessarily assume "plurality" and "equality" amidst elder boards. 
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 So, my advice to them is the same I want to give to you right now: Instead of having 
some endless debate about "which is most Biblical," what if we approached this from a far more 
practical angle? 
 For example, what are the church decisions and debates that cause Christians to act the 
silliest? Are there certain systemic causes or seasons when churches are predisposed to silliness? 
After all, there is a huge amount of research that we could tap into. One of my friends even had 
the data on over 300,000 churches in the U.S. What if we could even research which forms of 
church polity tend to grow the fastest or last the longest? 
 To accelerate my studies, I was asked to be a part of the Lead Team of the Association of 
Related Churches.'"  I've had the opportunity to help oversee the launch of over 1000 churches 
on five continents. And many of these churches have grown to become some of the most 
successful multi-site churches in the world.  
 As a result, I'm constantly being asked the question: Why are these churches thriving 
while so many churches are dying? What are the top 100 churches doing differently than the 
rest? Is there a statistical connection between health and governance? And ultimately, can we 
maximize the strengths of these four classic models while simultaneously minimizing their 
weaknesses?  
 The truth is: I'm still struggling with how to answer a lot of these questions. But I'm still 
excited to present many of the "Hybrid" governance ideas I've been stumbling upon.  
 In the coming chapters, I'm going to share five principles of church decision making. And 
after exploring them in chapters three through six, we’re going to return to these classic models 
to see if we can reassemble them into a better way for the purpose of stewarding God’s people. 
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Chapter Three: 
Building Blocks #1 and #2 

The Subjectivity/Size Principle & the Qualification Effect 
 

Do the right amounts of people with the right qualifications have the authority to make the right decisions?  
 
 
 
 People behave differently in groups. As a youth pastor, I noticed that a lot of teenagers 
would suddenly act super obnoxious the moment they got around certain friends. But the 
problem wasn't necessarily the person; rather, it was the environment around the person. And 
over time I became aware of how environments can affect behaviors. The same proves true when 
it comes to church boards. 
 So, in the coming chapters, I want to hit five powerful building blocks that can have a 
huge impact on your leadership teams. Indeed, the ideas in this chapter will not only sharpen 
your organizational leadership skills but it will make you smarter mentors and parents as well! 
 The first two building blocks might seem like basic group psychology. Yet, it's amazing 
how many leaders fail to implement these principles when it comes to their bylaws. So, allow me 
to set up this chapter using a hypothetical scenario. 
 
The Restaurant Illustration 
 
 Imagine you were in charge of taking a room full of thirty random people out to dinner. 
Collectively, you must come to a consensus about where to go. I.e., you must all go to one 
restaurant. And you are responsible for creating consensus. You are told: "Let the people 
decide." 
 Like in any group of people, you are going to have dominant personalities. You’ll 
probably have a few vegetarians, a few health-food nuts, (and those irritating people who are 
allergic to just about everything.) And you’ll also probably have those people who only like 
exotic local restaurants (you know... those restaurants that only serve moose-cheese and 
vegetarian liver sausage). And technically, they also have to pay for their own meal. 
 So here is a situation that is intrinsically political. After all, you empowered everyone by 
giving them the right to share their opinions and vote.  As you'd imagine, the dominant leaders 
will rise up to persuade. Everywhere you look, lines are being drawn in the sand. Alliances are 
starting to be formed. The food-allergy people will take their stand. The deep-fried liver-lovers 
arise as well. Of course, there will also be the quiet people who never get consulted. And then 
you have those stubborn people who always say: “You didn’t listen to me – otherwise you’d 
agree.” And, like in any political process, there will definitely be losers. 
 You see, a political process like this can definitely create discernment and wisdom; but, 
when a decision is time-sensitive or highly subjective (meaning, the decision is based on 
opinions & preferences), these same processes can create unnecessary dysfunction, polarization, 
and disenfranchisement. 
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 Now imagine a different approach: What if, in this restaurant scenario, there was a clearly 
defined leader who had complete authority to make the decision by herself without a vote:  
 
“Hey everyone... I know that we all have a lot of opinions about restaurants; but, the goal here is 
to enjoy each other’s company – to get to know one another – not have the ideal eating 
experience; so, we’re all gonna compromise and all go to this one place.”  
 Chances are, if the decision-making authority was clear like this, (and that leader was 
emotionally intelligent), most people would have simply fallen in line. There wouldn’t have been 
a process to ruffle anyone’s feathers.  
 Yet, in the previous scenario, because you gave everyone the power to argue for their 
opinion, you’ve created a totally different game – a game that some people will lose. Likewise is 
true in churches. 
 There are certain decisions where opinions are truly important. Listening to people’s 
opinions can create both discernment and ownership to the vision being proposed.  But there are 
other times when opinions do nothing more than polarize people.  
 
Upping the Stakes 
 
 But what if, instead of a decision about a silly restaurant, the decision was about 
something far more important – something “spiritual” or permanent – such as a decision over a 
worship service in a plateaued church – suddenly, friendships are tested. People quote scriptures 
in mean ways to defend their logic. A few families are certain to leave. Indeed, almost every 
healthy decision I’ve ever made in church usually cost me five families (and netted me far more). 

But my point is this: When a high-stakes subjective decision is being made using a 
political process, discernment and dignity are often the first to go. And suddenly there’s a deeply 
painful split that cuts through a church. 
 So what can we learn from this? Allow me to introduce the “Group Size” continuum. 
 

Imagine for a moment that there’s a continuum that balances two opposing truths: On one 
extreme, there is the “wisdom in many counselors” principle (Prov. 11:14). The more important 
a decision, the more important it is to create buy-in by valuing and entertaining opinions. On the 
other extreme, we have the “Polarization in Many Opinions” Principle. The more subjective or 
complex a decision is, the more important it is to simply have a decisive leader (or very small 

group of specialized leaders whom the people trust). 
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 So, why is all this philosophy important? Because, if your bylaws do not carefully limit 
the quantity of decision makers on specific issues, your church unity will eventually be at stake. 
 We’ve all heard the stories of that one church that split over church service times – and 
we say to ourselves: “that will never happen to us!” Yet we fail to see how our church 
governments feed the systemic problem. Once again, “Bad forms of church government can 
cause good people to behave badly.” Your bylaws might be wise in including more people in a 
search for a new lead pastor; but, what if everyone has to vote on something more contentious? If 
you throw in the wrong personalities after the church morale has been in decline, anything can be 
a lightning rod. Let’s face it: our churches are full of spiritually immature people. 
 
The Million Dollar Question 
 Thus, the ultimate question we need to ask our bylaws is this: Do the right amounts of 
people with the right qualifications have the authority to make the right decisions?   
 
 I had a friend who pastored a church that had an insane number of church votes. Their 
church bylaws would not allow for a new volunteer on the worship band without requiring a 
church-wide vote – and only once a year!  
 Unfortunately, the church voted-in a worship leader who subsequently turned out to be 
extremely disorganized. People began quitting the worship team (and the church) in droves over 
this leader. But in order to “fire” the leader, there needed to be another church vote.  
 To make matters more complex, this worship leader also had a good number of people 
who loved his singing – no matter what he did behind the scenes. 
 At first, the issue was so hotly contested that if this non-paid leader was fired, it would 
certainly split the church. Hence, numerous leaders stood up and gave impassioned speeches 
about how ridiculous the issue was and essentially made a motion to simply “do nothing”. (I.e., 
indecision seemed better than a church split.)  
 Of course, when all was said and done, these speeches were meaningless. "After all," my 
pastor friend confessed, "the church was a ship with a slow leak. Indecision was merely a slower 
way to split the church." And this church constitution essentially turned a hard decision into a 
completely impossible one. 
 You see, many decisions are subjective, meaning, everyone’s approach will be “subject” 
to their opinions, preferences, and prejudices. Other decisions are increasingly objective, 
meaning, they won’t change from person to person.  

For example, "two plus two equals four." And four is the objective answer. But, 
sometimes, the correct answer in a complex church decision isn’t as easy to discern. So, when 
large amounts of people are empowered to make harder and more subjective decisions, the only 
thing we’re really doing is dramatically increasing the odds of a church split.  
 Budgeting decisions can be the same as staff decisions: they are amazingly complex and 
subjective. Everyone would like to spend church money over a different “pet-ministry-idea”. 
Thus, if the wrong number of people are being empowered to make a budgeting decision, it’s 
very easy to create a mess. This brings us to the “Subjectivity/Size Principle.” 
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Subjectivity/Size Principle:  If too many people are legally empowered to make a 
subjective decision, it creates division more than discernment. I.e., the more subjective a 
decision is, the less decision makers should be required to make it. 
 
So a good form of church government will discern “the right number of people” behind every 
decision in the church. 
 
The Right Number, Wrong Qualifications 
 Similar problems occur when the right number of people with the wrong qualifications 
are making a decision.  
 For example, imagine if the church were more like a professional football team. Let’s say 
there is a particular wide-receiver who simply isn’t getting the job done. Who should make the 
call about cutting this guy? Should it be a council of fans – perhaps season ticket holders? Are 
they qualified? I suppose they could look at some game stats to help themselves a bit. But, what 
if the problem goes beyond the game stats. What if this problematic wide-receiver is quarreling 
with teammates in the locker room? What if the individual simply isn’t working as hard as his 
team-mates at practice? What if the wide-receiver simply isn’t as good as he should be (in terms 
of natural gifting?) What if his personal life is a mess? What if there's politics with the team 
owner? 
 It begs the question: Who is most qualified to make this decision? Most decision makers 
here would have a severely reduced score-card. Thus, in pro-football, this decision is usually 
entrusted to a professional coach or a general manager. 
 A professional coach is usually someone who has been trained in the subtle art of football 
techniques and team dynamics. Most NFL coaches were once great players. They often have 
invaluable first-hand experiences both on and off the field. Generally speaking, a coach is in a 
much better position to assess this person – both at practice and in the locker room. In other 
words, it makes no logical sense for difficult decisions like these to be made by non-paid season-
ticket holders. So then, why do so many church systems empower lay leaders to make similar 
complex decisions? 
 Churches are not what they used to be. Only a century ago, the vast majority of churches 
in the world were under two hundred people. Church government systems were primarily 
designed for these smaller types of churches. 
 But today, there are literally thousands of churches who have ten-million-dollar revenues. 
Many churches have universities, book publishers, and even restaurant franchises. And each one 
of these industries requires a significantly greater amount of sophistication in regards to staffing, 
recruiting, and decision-making. 
 For example, my own church is constantly expanding campuses. Thus, I've had to learn 
dozens of skills related to construction and real-estate negotiations. We also have a software 
company and a record label. Thus, above and beyond preaching, I'm constantly reading industry 
journals to understand how to engage full-stack developers and intellectual property agreements. 
 But my point is this: Churches aren't what they used to be! So, it’s critical to assess: Are 
the qualified people in the right places to make the right decisions. We cannot be satisfied using 
unsophisticated pee-wee football structures in a higher-stakes world of professional football. 
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 Imagine if the state government allowed your eight-year-old to decide whether or not 
they wanted to go to school – or required your thirteen year old to cast a public vote on your 
family budget? Such an arrangement would be ludicrous because eight-year-olds do not fully 
understand a huge number of things. You’d have to explain the need for life-insurance, health 
insurance, or why your retirement plan is important next to a new video game system.  

 
 You see, when decisions are entrusted to under-qualified individuals, we not only lose 
discernment but we also lose a huge amount of time trying to educate decision makers. And this 
lost time is often the difference between a ministry that thrives verses a ministry that flounders.  

Many church governments require consensus on almost all decisions in order to discern 
the will of God. Yet, the statistical cost to such thinking can have a devastating effect upon the 
fruitfulness of an organization.  
 For example, every congregation intends to fulfill the Great Commission. Yet studies like 
the Natural Church Development method have long shown that many ministry structures fail 
miserably. And remember: God doesn't judge us based on our intentions (Mt. 25:14-30), rather 
our fruitfulness. So, this brings us to our second critical principle, the Qualification Effect. 
 
The Qualification Effect:  When highly complex or specialized decisions are  
entrusted to under-qualified decision makers, the odds of losing both discernment, time, 
fruitfulness, and overall ministry-focus increases.  
 
 With this principle, it’s critical to point out: we are not advocating for some elite 
professional clergy that can unilaterally assert their wisdom upon the “ignorant laity” (known as 
a technocracy). On the contrary, good leadership will always include people in on the decision-
making process. Good leaders allow input from their team-mates. Even more, a good decision 
should be able to withstand a good amount of scrutiny. And there is much to gain by affirming 
God’s will through consensus (see Acts 15 as an example25). Rather, the Qualification Effect 

 

 25 In Acts 15, the disciples needed to make a decision about which commands Gentiles should be 
following from the Law of Moses. We cannot discern an exact authority structure from this text; but, 
regardless of whether or not James had “the final say,” there was still a good amount of conversation and 
consensus. 
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simply addresses the fact that there are many liabilities of legally empowering the final decision 
to “under-qualified decision-makers” on specialized decisions. 
 For example, when a lead pastors have serious accusation against them and the bylaws 
trust judgement or exoneration to an internal lay-board – history shows us that churches like 
these have tragically high rates of splitting because, most congregants don't trust that internal 
boards can be objective. And understandably so! Internal boards are notorious for either being 
too soft or too harsh.  
 For example, I once knew a church where the pastor was caught having sex with the 
secretary in his office. Staff were outraged and asked the board to fire the pastor; yet, they 
refused! When I asked the board members why they wouldn't discipline their pastor, they started 
quoting Bible verses at me like, "He who is without sin cast the first stone" (Jn.8:7). 
 Naturally, I refuted them with chapters like 1 Cor. 5:1-11. Yet, it was clear, I wasn't 
making headway. So I finally asked them: 
"Why are you so reticent to make this decision. After all, you're going to lose a lot of staff and 
congregants." And they responded:  
"This is the pastor who helped me over my addiction. This is the pastor who lent me money when 
I was down and out."  
 Not long after this, I was thrust into a similar situation at the other church, except, they 
were impeaching their pastor because he didn't label his receipts correctly. And as I dug into 
things, it turned out, two of the board members were best friends with the associate pastor – who 
hated the lead pastor because he felt like "he got passed up for the job that he deserved." So, the 
indictment against the lead pastor was really just a local grudge. 
 But my point is this: Local boards are notorious for having subtle conflicts of interest like 
these. And these political undercurrents result in a tragic history of over-reactions our under-
reactions. Thus, many churches are adding what's called an "external independent board."   
 For example, there's still a valuable place for lay-boards (a.k.a.,"internal independent 
boards.") But in situations that are rife with politics and bias, many churches are employing an 
external independent board of Overseers or Apostolic Advisors (a respected board of lead 
pastors who are outside of the church). 
 In some ways, it's similar to a "poisoned jury pool." Sometimes a judge must move a trial 
to a different state or sequester a jury in order to find justice. Similarly, by appointing a 
temporary “crisis board” of independent and objective professionals who are “outside of the 
church,” churches remove a huge number of caustic political elements from a potentially 
explosive situation.  

In other words, by picking qualified people who do not stand to gain or lose anything, we 
not only gain discernment, but we also empower locals to keep their focus where it should be: on 
the ministry and mission of Christ – instead of politics. 
 Or, as another example of how churches are heeding the Qualification Effect, many 
churches are now separating their “financial boards” from their “elder boards”. As churches 
become larger, it becomes rather unmanageable for a singular board of lay people to be in charge 
of everything. 
 As an illustration of this, I had a pastor friend whose Elder-run church was undergoing a 
rather large amount of growth. Because of their momentum, it seemed like they had a never-
ending number of financial decisions to be made. Their church got to a point where the elder 
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board was bottle-necking everything in the church. Even more, the decisions were becoming 
increasingly complex. 
 As most of you know, elder-run churches are often easier targets for lawsuits. After all, in 
the eyes of the world, it's easy for lawyers to argue that many of these lay boards constitute 
"irresponsible neglect" – unless each board member has relevant degrees and experiences that 
explicitly qualify them to make these decisions.  

So my pastor friend told me:  
"The elders themselves began wondering if they were even qualified to make the 
decisions in front of them. None of them were all that business savvy in the first place. 
Many of them just wanted to be 'spiritual leaders.' But, over time, they began to feel like 
'wannabe general contractors' and rookie tax accountants who were in over their heads." 
 Finally, my pastor friend went to them with a recommendation. He said,  
“Team, we have some dynamic business people in our church who are accustomed to 
making these types of decisions all day long. How would all of you feel if we put together 
a dream team of Godly entrepreneurs, general contractors, accountants, lawyers and 
bankers – and then turned all of these ‘trustee’ responsibilities over to them so that you 
can devote yourselves to shepherding.” 

 At first, several of them were reluctant to give up their financial responsibilities. In fact, a 
couple of them decided that they would be better suited for this fiduciary/facility dream team 
than they would be as elders. But, a short time later, they decided to make this separation an 
official part of their bylaws. 
 The net result was sensational: The productivity of both teams completely exploded. “It 
felt like we hired a dozen more staff members” my friend commented. Both teams could finally 
get their focus – becoming great at one thing, rather than being mediocre in all things.  

 "At first, I had to constantly remind them: 'You can't cling to your old role!' – 
which was harder for some of our long-term elders. But when the church started growing 
again and business planning started to sky-rocket – none of us cared! We became 
"addicted to fruitfulness" instead of being "addicted to control." The discretionary 
income of the church quickly doubled – not because of more tithers but because of more 
efficiency. Rather than wasting time debating complex financial & staffing decisions 
(which only a few of them were good at doing anyway), the “dream team” of business 
savvy trustees were able to quickly employ their endless business acumen to the tasks at 
hand." 

 Even more, the elders began feeling more like ministers again. They were free to spend 
their time launching ministries and helping small 
group leaders pastor their people. Not surprisingly, 
church volunteerism soared to an all-time high. The 
elders/deacons were free to spend more time praying, 
counseling, and relieving the full-time staff of their 
pastoral burdens (as in Acts 6:1-7). And quite 
predictably the church experienced unprecedented 
fruitfulness.  
 Once again, by talking about “qualified” 
individuals making the right decisions, we’re not 

“As churches grow bigger, 
we need to see that church 
governments get more 
specialized, focused, and 
team oriented – more like the 
‘body of Christ.’” 
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saying: “take all authority away from laity and give it to full time pastors.” Rather, it’s like a 
football team: the ball is safer when you have specially trained running backs. Indeed, 
specialization like this you’re actually empowering people more because you’re actually 
employing a true team dynamic.  
 Some government systems falsely claim to empower people by making everyone a 
“head” of the local church body. But “are all apostles” and “administrators” (1Cor.12:28-29)? 
The answer is no.  So, with this principle, we are merely acknowledging that, as churches grow 
bigger, we need to see that church governments get more specialized, focused, and team oriented 
– more like the “body of Christ” that the Apostle Paul advocated. Even more, accountability, 
safeguarding and credibility increases as we allow our teams to become more focused.   
       
The Decision Matrix 
 So once again, the most 
profound question we could ask 
about our governance systems is 
this:  How do we get the right 
amounts of people with the right 
qualifications the authority to 
make the right decisions?  The 
Matrix below illustrates our first 
two concepts: “Subjectivity 
requires Smaller” and “Complexity 
requires Qualification” on a 
singular chart. I.e., basic wisdom 
tells us: If a decision is very 
complex or subjective, it is wise to 
empower smaller groups of more 
specialized people (note the Decision 
Matrix below – Figure 2-C).  
 What if we were to take 
every church decision and 
categorize it based on this 
wisdom? In other words: which 
decisions are better for large groups vs. smaller groups? Which decisions are more complex and 
subjective (thus, better suited for smaller and more specialized decision makers)? Lastly, which 
decisions are so big that a multi-layered process of decisions needs to be defined – like the 
selection of a new pastor.  
 When we stratify church decisions around this matrix, we are accomplishing several 
dramatic things:   
(1). We are seriously reducing the likelihood of unnecessary polarization and church split.  
(2). We are enabling people to focus on ministry more than politics & corporate management.  
(3). We are creating a system that does a better job at placing gifted people in strategic places.  
(4). We are increasing our organization’s ability to quickly bring about positive change.   
 And lastly, all of this is done without sacrificing accountability and discernment. 
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Ironically, accountability actually increases because these teams are increasingly specialized and 
are in charge of less things. Therefore, 
(5). We are increasing the quality of the safeguard through specialization. 
 Unfortunately, most church governments are narrow-mindedly based on a singular 
quadrant of this matrix. All of the classical church governments may heed the wisdom on one 
side of these continuums; yet, simultaneously they tend to ignore the wisdom found on the 
opposite side. 
 Usually, when I point out these facts to my “classical-government” friends, they refute,  
“I hear what you’re saying, but it doesn’t necessarily need to be that way. Even though we 
adhere to a classical form of government we aren’t experiencing any of those problems.” Yet my 
response is always the same: Not yet.   
 It’s important to note that, very few churches experience the design flaws of their bylaws 
until the founding pastor is gone (or until the church has its first major scandal or transition). 
Strong leadership can certainly compensate for weak bylaws. But, the moment there is a 
leadership vacuum – where a weaker leader follows a stronger one – the flaws hidden in the 
bylaws will suddenly be exposed. 

And yes, there are always exceptions to the rule. But, as we will find in the following 
chapters, these exceptions are very hard to sustain over time. 
 So, with building blocks one and two established, let’s move onto our second set of 
building blocks:  The Divine Chemistry Principle and the High Stakes Rule. 
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Chapter Four: 
 

Building Blocks 3 and 4 
The Divine Chemistry Principle & the High Stakes Rule 

 
“Do your leadership teams have adequate chemistry and role definition?” 

 
 
 I love to read psychology journals. I realize, that’s kind of a nerdy thing to confess. I 
mainly read them because I want to understand why I love eating snack cakes so much. But the 
other reason is because, human beings behave in bizarre yet predictable ways. And the more I 
can understand them, the better I can lead them. 
 For example, did you know that group brainstorms tend to result in lower quality ideas; 
yet, when people brainstorm separately the ideas improve?26 Or did you know that, when people 
are forced to make decisions as a group, their I.Q.’s collectively drop?27 Why is this? And how 
might this change the way we make church decisions? 
 As another example, did you know: Humans are more creative at problem solving after 
you’ve gotten them to laugh?28 They are more likely to be persuaded after singing together.29 
They are more generous before noon.30 And if you knew how cranky and obstinate people get in 
the late afternoon, you would never do a board meeting until after the dinner hour!31 
 I bring up these ideas because, humans behave differently under certain sets of 
circumstances. They perform differently at different times in the day. And if we ignore these 
proven principles of group psychology when it comes to our bylaws, then we’re going to 
experience consequences. 
 Thus, in the previous chapter, I made the case that if our bylaws require too many people 
to make decisions that are too subjective, then the odds of polarization and disenfranchisement 
will increase (known as the Subjectivity/Size Principle). To put it another way, if we legally 

 
26 See “The Invisible Gorilla: How our Intuitions Deceive Us” by Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons. Check 
out the chapter about the “Jellybean Jar” experiment. For even better research on this subject, see the book “Quiet” 
by Susan Cain, Chapter 3. She makes a compelling case that group brainstorms are primarily only beneficial for 
creating social cohesion and unity but definitely not for generating quality ideas. 
27 See “IQ Drops When You’re in a Group” Rick Nauert, PhD on January 24, 2012 - 
https://psychcentral.com/news/2012/01/24/iq-drops-when-youre-in-a-group#1 
Also check out Virginia Tech’s online research journal article, “Group settings can diminish expressions of 
intelligence, especially among women” by Read Montague, Ph.D., Jan 25, 2012. 
https://vtx.vt.edu/articles/2012/01/012512-vtc-intelligence.html  
28 See “Laughter Leads to Insight: Happy moods facilitate aha! moments” Scientific American Mind Magazine 
May/June 2011, Elizabeth King Humphrey, Pg. 5. 
29 See my discussion in “Pharisectomy” Chapter 8: “Preventing Dogfights” (Rabid Pets, Part 2) pg. 113. Or, for the 
original research behind this, see Daniel Goleman, Annie McKee, and Richard E. Boyatzis, "Primal Leadership: 
Realizing the power of emotional Intelligence,” (Boston: Harvard Business School Publishing, 2002), p.7, 10. 
30 Citation for “When” Daniel Pink 
31 ANOTHER Citation for “When” Daniel Pink 
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empower too many decision makers to make “overly preferential decisions,” all we’re really 
doing is increasing the likelihood of bruising egos and dividing friendships. 
 Also in the last chapter, I made the case that: when highly complex decisions are 
entrusted to under-qualified lay-leaders, we not only lose time, joy, and fruitfulness; but, we also 
lose accountability and discernment (known as The Qualification Effect ). 
 In the business world, if we surrendered all of these advantages, we would certainly be a 
non-competitive company. The same is true in the church. When we embrace decision making 
systems that ignore these principles, we are building a government that ineffectively stewards 
God’s people – and ultimately steals glory from God. 
 
What About the Exceptions to the Rule? 
 Certainly, healthy church governments can be found within every classical model. The 
main problem is not whether it’s possible to have a healthy classical system; rather, the real 
question is this: can these systems healthily sustain themselves over the long-haul? Can they 
survive stress and transition – and continue to grow? 
 Your current leadership teams might be filled with men and women of humility, finesse, 
and great communication skills. And yes, it’s great when these things save the day. But it’s 
presumptive to hope that good leadership will always make up for a flawed decision-making 
system. It’s like hoping that your dynamic prayer life will compensate for the fact that you never 
wear your seat-belt. It’s just not a smart way to live. 
 For example, it’s interesting to note that very few churches experience the weaknesses 
within their church government while the founding pastor is still intact.  Most churches begin 
plateauing and declining around their 15th - 18th year32 -- usually about the time the founding 
pastor has resigned.  

But why is this? What do founding pastors have that other pastors do not? Allow me to 
introduce the concept of divine chemistry. 
 
Chemistry and Calling 
 
 Imagine for a moment, you are doing pre-marriage counselling for a young couple who is 
engaged. And let’s pretend that the guy is hideous looking: he’s missing teeth. He has a terrible 
personality. And let’s say that the bride-to-be is the exact opposite. She’s gorgeous. And they’re 
coming to you for compatibility advice. 
 Out of curiously, you pull the young lady into a separate room and you ask her: 
“O.k., so… I really need to understand this: What is it about him that caused you to fall in love? 
Because, my first impression was that, you guys are a unique match.” 
 
She laughs while shrugging her shoulders a bit and says a sigh: 
“Yeah… I know” as if she was slightly ashamed. “We’re kind of a strange couple… and the truth 
is, he is not the guy I imagined marrying. In fact, there’s a lot about him that’s downright 

 

 32 Win Arn, The Pastor’s Manual for Effective Ministry (Monrovia, Calif.: Church Growth, 1988), p.41 
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repulsive… his humor, his personality… In fact, I’m not even sure I fully trust him; but… here’s 
the deal: Years ago, the Lord spoke to me: ‘Some day, you’ll have a gorgeous gray house.’ And 
guess what? He has a gorgeous gray house! I love his salary. And I truly love his 2nd daughter 
Emily and his aunt Susan… I’ve always wanted to have a daughter named Emily and a mentor 
like Susan! I mean, what are the odds!?” 
 And as you listen to her talk, the alarm bells are going off all over the place. And why? 
Because none of those things are healthy reasons to get married! You don’t marry someone for 
their house, their kid, or their aunt Susan! And we would never recommend such a couple to 
move forward. 
 Yet, the reason this is profound is because, this is a perfect description of how dying 
churches behave. They allow staff to be called to the house (the paycheck or the platform) but 
not to the pastor. And the same rings true with most members. Many people in aging churches 
attend churches, not because they like the senior pastor, but because they like the “house” or the 
“people related to the house.” 

And this is totally understandable! They came to the church when there was a totally 
different lead pastor. Over time, the church went into a transition. And, as often happens, the 
new lead pastor feels like an awkward new step-dad that many long-time attendees never fully 
attach to. Thus, the people’s relationship with their leader shifts from a calling to a co-
dependency or a co-habitation. These three “C-words” may sound similar. But there’s a subtle 
yet devastating difference. 

But, when you attend a co-dependent church, you can feel it almost immediately. They 
might have gorgeous facilities and talented platform teams yet zero internal chemistry. Some 
might describe them as “corporate.” The pastor isn’t a spiritual parent; they’re a hireling. The 
church is no longer led by visionary-leadership – capable of taking healthy risks; rather, it’s 
driven by a complex web of traditions, programs, and power-families. And if anyone messes 
with that web, conflict quickly ensues.  

 
 For this reason, whenever I’m consulting churches, I often encourage them to ask the 
question: Am I called to the central leader more than the organization.33  If there’s a change in 
senior leadership, every church member needs to ask themselves the question: “Am I called to 
the new leader?” If not, you need to seriously consider whether or not God is truly calling you to 
that church. 
 To some people, this idea is obvious. It’s almost bizarre that any church would operate 
otherwise. Yet, to other churches, this same idea sound downright radical. But, let's return to our 
Pre-marriage counselling metaphor again. 
 If that young woman went ahead and marriage that man for his house, would you expect 
it to be a healthy marriage? Probably not. That type of marriage isn't likely to produce a whole 
'lot of kids. (Hopefully, I don’t need to explain why). But it suffices to say that chemistry results 
in babies, right? And even if that marriage did produce babies, they probably wouldn't be 
emotionally healthy babies, right? 

 

 33 By being called to the “central leader”, I mean, the person who your bylaws gives the ultimate “say” on an issue; 
thus, in Episcopalian churches, this is the bishop. In presbyterian churches, this is the board. 
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 You see, if church members don't have chemistry with their central leader, they probably 
won't produce spiritual babies either. I.e., Evangelism and growth aren't super likely. And even 
if the church grows, it's not likely to produce healthy disciples. And here's why:  
 
“Pioneer, Pastoral Staff, Programming, and the Past" 
 
 Most churches go through an organizational life-cycle that looks like this: “Man, 
Movement, Machine, Monument”.  Or to put it another way: People's sense of calling shifts from 
the Pioneer, to the Pastoral Staff, then to the Programming, and finally to the Past. 
 Growing organizations always have strong central leaders. This is probably why the vast 
majority of church growth happens in the first twenty years of a churches’ lifespan. That’s the 
time when the founding pastor is usually still intact. 
  But over time, as this leader passes on (and weaker leaders take their place), people’s 
sense of calling and allegiance begins to shift. The authority of the visionary leader (the Pioneer) 
and the authority of his visionary leadership team (the Pastoral Staff) is supplanted by the 
Machine (a.k.a., the programming – a churches' doctrines, programs, or established systems).  
 Leadership and creativity (Pioneer and Pastoral Staff) are no longer the driving force of 
that church. People attach their calling to what currently is the driving force: the Programming 
(i.e., the church services, assets, and machinery of the organization). And over time, members 
begin attaching their sense of calling to “what was” (a.k.a., the Monument: the traditions, the 
history, the past) – not realizing the type of unity 
that sparked all of these things.  
 To put it simply: When people are called 
to “churches” and not their lead pastors, it’s a 
sign that the growth cycle of that church is 
coming to an end. 
  
 How do you know where your church is at in this cycle? Well, the simplest way to know 
is by listening to how people talk: Do they primarily talk about the lead pastor’s impact? 
(Pioneer); Do they talk about specific staff (Pastors)? Do they talk about their favorite ministry 
in the church (Programming)? Or the great moments in the churches’ history (Past)? Certainly, a 
healthy church will celebrate all four elements. But, over time, fading churches will tend to only 
talk about the latter “P’s.” Indeed, preserving the programming and past can become an 
obsession. 
 Thus, it’s critical we understand that, just like a healthy marriage, divine chemistry is an 
essential health component.34  And the good news is this, we can keep our organizations youthful 
when we constantly reinvigorate divine chemistry. But how? 

 

 34 In fact, in the classic corporate treatise Good to Great, researcher Jim Collins found an 
alarming fact about transitions in senior leadership. The vast majority of organizations that thrived after a 
change in senior leader did so by raising up an inside leader (presumably who already had chemistry and 
credibility amidst the pre-existing leaders). Disturbingly, only one out of eleven organizations continued 
 

How do you know where your 
church is at in this cycle?  

By listening to how people talk. 
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 When I took over my first church, I had a lot of people who were exclusively called to 
the programs of the church but not to me. And indeed, it’s healthy and normal for churches to 
feel reticent about a new pastor. I knew I needed to earn the right to become their pastor. 
 But here’s where things got dysfunctional. Imagine if, instead of me being a lead pastor, I 
was the head coach of a football team. And then, imagine if, no matter what play I call, the 
players decide to veto it on the field and do what they want. Do you think that’s going to be a 
winning team? Probably not! 
 You see, the reason why people need to be more called to the central leader than the staff, 
programs etc. isn’t because of narcissism but rather synchronization. It’s play calling. Someone 
needs to block. Someone needs to run pre-planned routes. If the quarterback or running back has 
zero allegiance to the play caller, it’s inevitable: People will get bruised. People will get angry. 
And people will quit in order to join a winning team.    

So, there I was in my first church. I knew that there were some people who hated my play 
calling. And I knew that these small fractures in our church unity could easily grow if I ignored 
them. As Jesus put it, “Whoever does not gather with me, scatters” (Mt. 12:30). So, one Sunday, 
I took a radical approach – and I don’t necessarily recommend this – but, I said: 
“Check out other churches in this city to see if you’re called elsewhere.”  
 Of course, I didn’t want to encourage consumeristic church-hopping. Yet, I wanted to 
make certain that the people who attended my church were truly called. I wanted to know, "are 
the players on my team willing to run my plays even if they don’t always like it." Otherwise, it 
doesn't matter who's calling the plays! We're all going to lose. 
 In many ways, I made this bold statement from my pulpit because, much like Gideon’s 
Army in Judges chapter 7, I knew that "a unity of spirit" will always create a greater impact than 
numbers. 

And sure enough, we lost a few families to the church down the road… mostly families 
who weren’t giving or serving anyway. But we also had a lot of families check out other 
churches who realized: “Wow, I really love how our old church does things.” They suddenly 
realized everything they were taking for granted. And they came back to our church more 
committed than ever. But it was a “true calling” this time. And guess what? Not only did we start 
growing but we started having fun! 

 
Naturally, after experiencing the boost that came from divine chemistry, I started to 

become more deliberate about the staff as well. 
Generally speaking, I’ve always made it my goal to hire from the inside instead of the 

outside. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not against outside hires. But, using the play-caller metaphor, I 
can’t just hire a quarterback and assume they’ll run my playbook. I need to ask deeper questions: 
Will they fit with the team? Will they run my playbook or fight me every day at practice? Quite 
simply, the only way to test out chemistry is time with me. And time favors the inside leader. But 
beyond this, I started implementing other values to enhance divine chemistry. 

 
 

to grow after bringing in an outside leader! (p.32) Although I don’t know for certain, I believe this has 
something to do with the internal chemistry of an organization. Internal chemistry with a senior leader is 
essential. And once the internal chemistry is gone, conflict and turn-over are inevitably going to increase. 
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Mercenary Church 101 
 

Years ago, I visited a church that had a super-slick worship band. My friend got paid to 
play on this band. So, I figured I’d go experience the worship service and then we’d grab a late 
dinner together. 

However, the moment the service started, I recognized the bass player. Only a month or 
two earlier, he used to play at my church; but, when we discovered he was smoking pot, we sat 
him down and had a heart-to-heart about it. Unfortunately, he became quite angry that we’d even 
mention it, and he left our church that same week. 

Setting this bass player aside, I felt like the rest of the band was extremely professional 
and polished. But you could tell that the team wasn’t having fun. To be honest, none of them 
looked like they would ever hang together outside of the service.  

At the end of the service, my friend leapt off the stage and abruptly said,  
“Let’s get out of here!” It almost felt like we were running for the door. 
 
“Wait a second!” I said. “Don’t you want to say goodbye to your team?” 
“No. no. no. I don’t need to do that.” He insisted. “Besides, we barely talk! Most of these guys 
are simply here because of the paycheck.” 
 
“Really!” I asked? “But what about your campus pastor? Or even your worship director? Don’t 
you need to check in really quick?” 
 
“Nah. We don’t really talk either… Again, most of these guys are here for the platform… not the 
fellowship. In fact, the campus pastor just switched here from a church down the road because 
it’s slightly bigger…but he doesn’t know any of us.” 
 
Suddenly, it made sense why they were unaware that their bass player was a drug user. 
 As I drove home that night, my heart was flooded with conflicting emotions: The worship 
was so professional yet also so dead. The staff transitions and message spots were so smooth; 
yet, according to my friend: None of them would visit each other in the hospital. None of them 
would lend each other money. And certainly, none of them would stick around if the ministry 
ever got complicated. 
 Suddenly, the word of Christ leapt into my heart: “Love one another. By this all men will 
know that you are my disciples” (John 13:34-35). Loving community is the key element that 
reveals Christ to the world. In a sense, divine chemistry is just another way of describing what 
Jesus is talking about. And when our churches lack this, it’s obvious! 
 But here's what it looks like when you have it: Heart-to-hearts just happen easier. Love 
constantly pulls you through those awkward spats and disagreements. Thus, even amidst 
difficulty, you feel called to be together. And thus, even when you don't see eye-to-eye, you still 
have the desire to walk hand in hand. You press-on through the stressful moments to find that 
deeper understanding. And most importantly, divine chemistry creates a unity that moves God to 
bless our churches (Psm 133; Mt. 18:19)! 
 When the staff love each other, the lay-leaders will feel it. When the lay-leaders love 
each other, the attendees will know it. People will flock to your church wanting to be adopted.  
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After all, you’re more than just a church service led by ministry professionals: You’re a family 
that loves each other (Jn 13:35). And it’s exciting. It’s refreshing. It trickles into every crack of 
the church. And ultimately, it’s contagious. 
 It’s a lot like a good marriage full of attraction: it will likely “produce a good number of 
kids”. And, likewise, when sinners are getting saved due to this contagious unity, the atmosphere 
of such a church is electrifying.  

But this is not so in a church where everyone is called to programs, people, and traditions 
more than central leadership. Divine chemistry will never stand a chance.  
 You see, divine chemistry is God’s way of telling us where to fellowship. But, quite 
often, the bylaws of a church can inadvertently work against this. But how? 
 
 As one example, many churches don’t allow the lead pastor to choose their staff or rotate 
their boards – which results in quarterbacks who refuse to run the play of the coach. Naturally, 
when a team starts to lose the game – and it always loses when leaders are out of sync – 
volunteerism becomes a chore rather than a thrill. And over time, staff need to use money where 
they once used volunteerism. After all, how else do you keep the show running?  

One study on church satisfaction found that, a person has a “98% chance of being “very 
satisfied” if they have a high quantity of intimate Christian friends in that church.35 Indeed, 
divine relational chemistry was the single greatest predictor of church satisfaction. But it always 
starts at the top. 

 
Hence our next building block: 
 
The Divine Chemistry Principle:  When bylaws do not encourage ‘divine  
chemistry’ to take place, communication, trust, friendship, and fruitfulness will ultimately 
decrease. 
  

Church governments need to encourage board rotation. Church governments also need to 
empower a pastor to pick their own staff.  It’s much like having a Republican president with a 
Democratic cabinet – nothing is going to get done. So why would we create bylaws which 
obligate this scenario? Generally, we do it under the pretense of “accountability.” Yet, we fail to 
see the liabilities that this creates.  
 But can we create divine chemistry even if our bylaws are bad? Maybe. But it’s not easy.  
As you’re about to find out, the further a church goes away from its founding pastor, the harder 
this becomes without the right bylaws. 
 For example, above, we established that founding pastors are usually people with great 
influence. Church plants generally grow much faster than churches over fifteen years old.36 The 
reason is likely because: People come to a church plant based on chemistry with the senior 
pastor rather than tradition.37  

 
 35 Friendship: Creating a Culture of Connectivity in Your Church © 2005 Group Publishing, Inc. 
 36 “Churches Die with Dignity,” Christianity Today, January 14, 1991, p.69. 
 37 C. Wayne Zunkel, Growing the Small Church (Elgin, Ill.: David C. Cook, 1982), p.48 
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 Rarely do lay-members (in a younger church) carry more influence than the founding 
pastor. Thus, when conflicts occur, there is usually a central leader with enough clout to recreate 
the unity – even when someone is trying to destroy it. In other words, leadership and finesse 
compensates for the weaknesses in the system. (Much like “dads” usually carry more influence 
than “step-dads”.)  
 And this brings us to another important point: It’s great that leadership can compensate 
for a bad system. But we’ve got to design smarter systems than this. Inevitably, there will be a 
group of leaders who are not up to the challenge. Thus, bylaws and constitutions need to be able 
to guide a church under non-ideal circumstances. They anticipate a time further down the road 
when church members are divided over programs (machinery) and staff (movement). 
 In other words, sometimes, “step-dads exist.” Sometimes “kids wield more power than 
the parents.” Sometimes lead pastors come in from the outside (step-dads). Sometimes, church 
members have more clout than the senior decision-maker does. So, a good constitution is one 
that protects a churches’ unity under duress.  
 For example, it’s great that your church leadership teams have good role definition now. 
A strong long-term pastor of a congregationalist church may experience a good amount of 
freedom now. But, what about when the stakes are raised? What about a weaker pastor who 
follows him?  
 In the NFL, even hall of fame head-coaches and quarterbacks get intense scrutiny when 
the pressure is cranked up. If roles aren’t legally defined, and decisions aren’t legally stratified, a 
church is at a much greater risk of plateauing, splitting, or even worse: a death. 
 For example, year ago, we had a bunch of our men's small groups join a Christian 
basketball league. In smaller games, Christians were usually very generous to one another about 
fouls and scoring mistakes. For the most part, the need to win didn't eclipse the need to value 
each other. But, when the tournament came around, and the stakes were raised, it was amazing 
how carnal a group a Christian men could get! Last season alone I watched Christian men from 
various churches whip chairs across the court. I’ve seen Christian men fight. And especially 
when the league play-offs begin, the values of Christ become strangely non-existent.  
 You see, when the stakes are raised, when the players are less known to each other, 
everything changes – even though they are all still Christians. And, unfortunately, the same is 
often true for church boards and staff when making high pressure church decisions. 
 Or imagine an NFL play-off game with no referees: It would be downright dangerous to 
even attend such a match. The likelihood of mob violence would dramatically increase. We all 
hope to see good sportsmanship on behalf of both the players and the fans. Yet, to be wise, we 
need to have a very elaborate set of “official game rules.”  
 Let's face it, there will always be “close calls” (a.k.a., subjective decisions). We need to 
know: What exactly constitutes a catch? Thus, NFL rules are amazingly specific – even to 
describing body parts: “one elbow in bounds equals two feet in bounds provided the ball was 
secured before the elbow hits.”  
 In the same way, a good set of church bylaws will delineate all of these subjective 
circumstances. So, another important principle that our constitution must heed is the “High 
Stakes Rule.” 
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The High Stakes Rule:  If your bylaws aren’t specific enough about rules and role  
   definition, they will fail in carrying you through times of duress. 
 
  Of course, we will all hope for the best behavior in our church! We will hope for a spirit 
of cooperation and humility. We will all attempt to listen to one another. And no one wants their 
authority to be undermined.  
 But, without a system to define this, we are taking risks that are both foolish and 
unnecessary. A healthy constitution needs to allow divine chemistry to occur. And, just as 
important, it must be specific enough to create clear direction under great periods of stress. 
  
But where does this leave us on our quest for a healthy government?  
 
 We’ve explored four critical building blocks. However, we’ve saved the best one for last. 
If you do not understand the principle of Corporate Subservience, your church may well be on its 
way to spiritual death. Very few of these principles will affect your churches life-expectancy as 
much as building block number five. So let’s dive in. 
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Chapter Five: 
 

Building Block #5 
The Principle of Corporate Subservience 

 
 Have the tools of your church (the staff, the building, or the programs) become the end in themselves? 
 
 Before we build a life-giving church polity, there is one final sociological principle that 
we need to learn.  
 Many years ago, I learned a brilliant concept about church health called Corporate 
Subservience.38 When people refer to a church, there are two different concepts that people have 
in mind: The “Church” could refer to the “Corporation” (a.k.a, the building, the organization, the 
staff, the programs, the assets, etc.). However, there is also the “Spiritual Body” which is 
essentially the true spiritual church (a.k.a., the people, the fellowship of the saints, the living 
breathing network of Christians who mentor and serve 
one another.) 
 Now, the entire purpose for the corporation is to 
serve the spiritual body. For example, the ultimate 
purpose for a program or a building is to help people. Just 
because we own a building with stained glass windows 
doesn’t mean we actually have a church. Likewise, 
without people, programs are just meaningless structures. 
Pastoral staff are the same. The only reason why full-time 
staff exist is for the purpose of “equipping the saints” (Eph 4:11). Thus, the corporation (staff, 
the facilities, programs, etc.) are merely tools to help the true church to remain relationally 
healthy. 
 However, what often times happens is that the “corporation” highjacks the spiritual body. 
I.e., The tool become the end in itself. Church members exist more to perpetuate the existence of 
a program or building, than the building exists to perpetuate a transformational community. And, 
from this concept we discern the Principle of Corporate Subservience:  
 
The Principle of Corporate Subservience: The moment the corporation becomes 
equal to (or greater than) the spiritual body in terms of focus or energy, that is the moment the 
church begins to die.   (See figure 4-A below) 
 
 For example, many churches attempt to build facilities or hire staff they cannot yet 
afford. As a result, their mortgage payments become a stranglehold on their church income. 
Thus, they spend all of their time doing continuous capitol campaigns or endless “offering 

 

 38 An undeveloped version of this concept originally came out of an early edition of a book called: The 
Life-Giving Church by Ted Haggard. Unfortunately, the idea was removed from subsequent editions and is now out 
of print. Over the years, I started developing it into the theory proposed in this chapter. 

“Corporate subservience 
is definitely an answer to 
the question: ‘Why do 
persecuted churches 
grow so fast.’” 
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sermons” trying to squeeze every last dollar out of God’s people.  
 For example, I had a highly successful pastor friend wisely teach me: “Never stand 
behind the pulpit needing an offering.” And the reason is simple: when pastors stand behind the 
pulpit needing an offering, their motives are no longer “servant focused.” Because they failed to 

budget with margin, their choices 
have caused them to become 
addicted to increasing numbers of 
givers. As a result, church 
cultures become increasingly 
stingy about releasing people to 
other churches or to the mission 
field because they need givers to 
pay the mortgage.39  And, when 
people begin to feel like faceless 
“giving units,” it is only a matter 
of time before the church’s 
attendance will begin to drop. 
 In other words, what began 
as a tool became a goal or end 
unto itself. Bad financial 
decisions, in terms of staffing and 
facilities, regularly create a “life-
sucking” atmosphere – where the 
corporation dominates the 
spiritual body, rather than serves 
it. Of course, when a corporation 
effectively serves its people, I call 
it Corporate Subservience. This 

principle applies to many other corporate tools as well. 
 For example, my friend attended a church with an older style sanctuary. It was located 
near a college campus and many younger people were coming to the church hoping for a 
contemporary worship format. But projection screens needed to be installed; and, such an 

 

 39 I’ve found that budgeting on 75% of the previous year’s budget is a wise amount of cushion. It enables 
me three huge privileges that other pastors don’t have. Every program I’ve ever killed (or staff member I’ve ever 
fired) usually cost me around 4-5 families – the one offended family and the four “sympathizer families.” Thus, 
whenever I’m making major changes, there’s always a cost associated with it. But, because I have financial margin, 
(1). I can make healthy decisions rather than political decisions. (2). A financial cushion keeps my staff and I safe 
from down-sizing. Nothing kills your church morale and momentum quicker than having to fire people or freeze 
ministry spending. (3). A cushion enables me to release church members to plant churches and do missions more. If 
I’m idolatrously addicted to people’s income, I won’t be happy about sending them out to fulfill their calling. They 
are slaves, not sons. Yet, the Bible teaches that there’s more blessing in giving than receiving. So, when I’m stingy 
with releasing people, I also cut myself and my church off from the blessings of God. I.e., Financial margin is a lot 
like the Sabbath. When we honor God with it, God bestows us with abounding supernatural capacity (2 Cor. 9:8; Mt. 
6:33). 
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installation didn’t fit well into the older design of the sanctuary. Even more, the presence of 
drums required some acoustic treatments; yet, the architecture was very sacred to many older 
people. And there weren’t any other places in the building where a contemporary service could 
be held.  
 After a lengthy debate, the church voted the idea of contemporary worship down for a 
few years. Not surprisingly, the church ended up with a huge exodus. Only one person under 
fifty-five remained in the church!  The church is almost completely dead today – all because of 
some tiny architectural problems. Once again, the tool had become the end in itself. The 
corporate asset became more important than the true church. The church culture did not maintain 
corporate subservience; and hence, the church began to die. 
 As one last example, church programs are a massive tool to enhance discipleship. But, as 
we all know, it’s much more exciting to start a program than it is to kill a program. Many leaders 
find it easier to arm-twist people into maintaining a dying program than it is to simply put the 
program to death.  
 Thus pulpit arm-twisting becomes a typical mode of operation within corporate 
dominated cultures. The program is no longer an enhancement and outgrowth of the community; 
rather, it’s the master of it. And the moment a building, an asset, or a program becomes more 
important than the fruitfulness of the true church, is the moment that church has begun to die. 
Thus, it is the job of leadership to guarantee that the “living stones” of Christ’s church are always 
more important than the life-less stones of an aging corporation. 
 I’ve spent many years working with pastors in persecuted countries. My western 
Christian friends have always asked me: “Why is it that churches in persecuted or third world 
countries seem to grow so fast.” Of course, I don’t want to over-simplify things; yet, corporate 
subservience is definitely easier to maintain in persecuted countries. 
 For example, it’s literally illegal for many of these churches to organize a corporation; 
thus, their focus is much more organically directed on home fellowships and old-fashioned 
mentoring. Or many of these same churches simply don’t have enough money to build an 
encumbering organization. Hence, they live in an environment where corporate subservience 
naturally occurs. 
 Today, we live in an era where there is a strong “anti-mega-church movement”. People 
are always telling me: “Mega-churches are too corporate, too impersonal, & too obsessed with 
huge buildings.” Of course, I agree that there are many dysfunctional mega-churches. However, 
the problem is not “the size” of a church. Indeed, almost every argument I’ve ever heard against 

mega-churches is really just a cry for corporate 
subservience. In other words, the debate has been 
incorrectly centered around “church size.” But, the 
real reason why a church feels “corporate” and 
impersonal is because of this deeper problem that 
looms beneath the surface. And ironically, corporate 
subservience can sabotage churches of all sizes – 
even home churches. So, statistically speaking, 
church size has nothing to do with anything. 

 No one in their right mind would say: “Medium size brick houses make for healthier 
families.” The size of the house has nothing to do with the quality of the family – despite the bad 

“Every argument I’ve ever 
heard against mega-churches 
is really just a cry for 
corporate subservience.” 
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experiences you may have had growing up in a certain size house. Similarly, no one in their right 
mind would say: “Smaller churches have more faith;” because, faith is a value, not a church 
size. And either your church values “faith” or it doesn’t. So let’s get beyond the ignorant myths 
and start asking the question: How do we employ the values of corporate subservience? 
 
Why Corporate Subservience is So Tricky 
 
 On the surface, corporate subservience would seem to be a simple concept to enforce. I 
could spew out dozens of adages like: “Don’t hire more staff than you need... don’t get too far 
into debt... don’t continue programs that require more energy than they are worth. And focus on 
organic small groups & mentoring.” However, we already know these things! The real problem 
is how. How do we avoid these scenarios? Quite simply: If we have the wrong forms of church 
government, it’s nearly impossible to actually “subdue” the corporation. Here’s why: 
 Healthy corporate subservience requires constant pruning and change. Change is hard – 
even when it's positive. Then, toss in a lot of opinions (Subjectivity Size Principle) who are 
under-qualified about how to prune a morale-based organization.40 And suddenly, killing a 
program can feel impossible. In other words, corporate subservience also requires controversial 
change. Everyone is going to have a different opinion on “how to downsize.” And some would 
prefer to simply live in denial.  
 For example, we know that “a few staff members may need to be laid off; but, which 
ones?” We know that “a few programs need to be cleared off the schedule; but, which ones?” 
Sometimes even fruitful programs and delightful staff members need to be pruned to create 
organizational health. And this is where your church government becomes critical. 
 When a church has too many legally empowered decision-makers, these types of 
subjective decisions become impossible. Every time corporate subservience is attempted, the 
church will likely split or embrace denial to keep the peace.  
 To compound the issue, as churches grow, so do their assets. As assets grow, so do the 
number of people seeking to control the assets. As this number increases, the likelihood that an 
organization will take risks (necessary for corporate subservience) generally decreases. The net 
result is slow organizational death. 
 Like we mentioned above, some churches 
manage to overcome these weaknesses through 
humility, finesse, and good central leadership. And 
once again, it’s great when these things save the day. 
It’s just that, after the founding pastor, the odds of a 
church having central leaders capable of 
accomplishing this becomes increasingly slim.  
 

 
40 "Morale based" means: Any organization that primarily depends on volunteers to serve as employees. In a typical 
job, a boss can use money (a paycheck) as leverage: "If you don't do what I say, you won't get paid." But when your 
employees all work for free, how do you motivate them to show up and do an excellent job? You need to be better at 
casting vision and creating a life-giving atmosphere. I.e., It must be a "high morale" environment or people will quit. 
Why would people waste their free time serving a leader who doesn't appreciate them? 

“the average church goes into 
an almost irreversible plateau 
after its first twenty years.” 
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 In many ways, Corporate Subservience is all about curbing the toxic consumerism of 
"power-families" and staff. And what makes it so difficult is that, toxic consumerism often looks 
like "protecting our values and traditions." I.e., it's completely natural to want to preserve our 
favorite tradition, program or staff member. But, how do we know when it becomes toxic? Even 
when people see it, it's hard to deal with it. 
 
The Expectation Exercise 
 A pastor friend of mine, Scott Wilson, once asked a group of church members a simple 
question: "What do you expect from me as your senior pastor?" Each of them anonymously 
wrote their basic criteria on a little sheet of paper and handed it to a young lady who quietly 
compiled their answers onto a marker board.  
 Most of these little sheets of paper only had room for one to three demands: And most 
people wrote basic things like: "I expect my pastor to "rightfully divide the word of God" in the 
pulpit." Or, "I expect my senior pastor to make sure we are shepherded well."  
 Most people in the room thought: "I don't expect much from my senior pastor. I only 
demand one to three things at most." However, the person at the marker board kept running out 
of space. If she kept writing, she would have needed dozens of marker boards to keep up! 
And soon enough, there was a list of hundreds of criteria that the room of people expected from 
their senior pastor. 
 What they failed to understand was that: They might only expect one or two things; but, 
when you multiple one or two things times the number of church attendees, the job description 
quickly becomes an impossible task – which was the whole point of the exercise! 
 My pastor friend wanted them to realize that corporate expectations tend to escalate quite 
quickly. And though our individual expectations might be simple, they multiply into toxic 
idealism. 
 So how do we stop this? The strange answer is this: We need bylaws that give non-
founding pastors more freedom to make hard decisions – which, to some people, means: "less 
accountability." 
 
Less is More 
 
 Once again, as churches age, they naturally become more risk-averse. Church boards 
generally become more powerful with time. Protecting the assets (and status quo) becomes a 
natural priority instead of reaching the lost. Even worse, as churches age, decision making 
becomes more diffuse.  
 Every time there's a transition in lead pastor, a few new power families step up to fill the 
gap (until the new lead pastor establishes themselves). And with each subsequent lead pastor, the 
church is slowly taken over by benevolent power-families and power-ministries. 
 For example, during leadership transitions, churches tend to "prop up their morale" by 
over-celebrating a few ministries and a few leaders (which is a great short-term strategy when 
you're going through the financial and attendance dips that often accompany transitions in lead 
pastor). But ironically, these morale boosters become sacred cows for the next lead pastor.  
 Indeed, many non-founding pastors win their jobs by promising to maintain these 
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programs and staff – rather than pledging to maintain corporate subservience – which often 
means trimming these power-families and programs! And then we wonder why less than 1% of 
churches grow after their founding pastor retires? Quite simply, we've created a bureaucratic 
juggernaut that is almost politically impossible to solve. 
 The reason I talk about this is because, we all hear stories of moral failures in the lead 
pastorate and we think: "Wow, we probably should have been holding our lead pastors more 
accountable." And as I've consulted with church boards, their overwhelming fear is: "How do we 
make sure we are holding our pastors accountable?" Yet, ironically, I always remind them: You 
should be ten times more worried about "death by bureaucratic board."  
 Think about it: Church deaths due to moral failures in the lead pastorate always steal 
more headlines compared to church deaths by bureaucratic boards. The former is scandalous. But 
the latter everywhere! It's so common that we almost see it as inevitable. Indeed, most churches 
are going into a death spiral the moment their founding pastor retires yet they don't even realize 
it!41  
 Thus, the great irony is this: Non-founding pastors need to be "less accountable." They 
need bylaws that give them slightly greater authority to make hard decisions. I.e., they need a 
slight imbalance of power that goes in their favor so that they can carve back the quickly 
expanding corporation. 
 To put it simply: An over-expanding corporation has killed far more churches than moral 
failures ever have or ever will. 
 
"So, are you suggesting that churches embrace the Apostolic CEO model (a.k.a., the Benevolent 
dictator model)?"  
 
Absolutely not. 
 
 As you'll see with the Hybrid model, we can actually take the best of each classical 
model while minimizing their weaknesses. And by heeding the wisdom of these five building 
blocks we can create a system that creates safeguards without stalemates! 
  
 
  

 
41 Research shows, the income and attendance of most churches peaks with the founding pastor and never return. 
The only exceptions are generally when, a non-founding pastor reconsolidates power enough to ruthlessly cut down 
sacred cow programs – a process that usually takes over a decade. Unfortunately, it's extremely rare for non-
founding pastors to stay at their church for longer than ten years – which condemns the church to another 10 year 
plateau and deepens the death spiral. 
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Chapter Six: 
 

The Hybrid Solution 
 

What if we took the strengths of every classical government and minimized their weaknesses? 
 
 Over the last several chapters, we've been studying five building blocks that can have a 
huge impact on our churches. But how can we integrate these principles into a singular model? 
The good news is that, churches have been doing this with a model called the Classical Hybrid. 
 The reason why I call it the Classical Hybrid is because it merges elements of all four of 
the classical forms of government. In theory it takes many of the strengths of each classical 
government while minimizing their weaknesses.  
 To accomplish this, the Hybrid balances power by creating three separate boards – which 
sounds cumbersome at first. But the result is the opposite of cumbersome. And here's how it 
works. 
 Imagine if you took the biblical concepts of Elders Overseers and Deacons, and then, 
split them into four groups: (A). The Lead Pastor; (B). The Trustee/Directors (Financial board); 
(C). The Staff Elders (pastoral board); (D). The Overseers/Spiritual Advisors (the crisis and 
mentoring board). If we set aside the Lead Pastor, we have three remaining boards. So, before we 
unpack how they function, allow me to summarize their basic roles. 
 
THE THREE BOARDS OF THE HYBRID SYSTEM 
 
 
(1). THE TRUSTEES are responsible for the financial well-being of the church. They 
monitor accounting and business practices. They must vote on any mortgages, contracts, or 
major financial decisions. They assure fiscal responsibility (both to the church and the I.R.S.) 
They help develop the budget, manage the assets, & aid in facility acquisition and management. 
I.e., their role is primarily placed on the “business” of the corporate church. And their distinct 
focus enables them to aid in the business planning of the organization (being freed from the 
typical responsibilities of an elder.) Like many larger churches, the role of trustee is separated 
from elder to enable expedience and focus.  
 Generally, this board consists of business executives, C.P.A.s, general contractors, and 
other “corporate savvy” individuals. They are nominated by the senior pastor and approved by 
the Staff Elders. 
 
(2). THE STAFF ELDERS are responsible for shepherding the people. Their distinct 
focus frees them from the endless lists of corporate responsibilities. As an extension of the senior 
pastor, they are free to serve the people through prayer and shepherding. In some hybrid 
churches, executive pastoral staff are automatically considered elders. They assist in 
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administering the sacraments. They decide and manage the statement of faith (if necessary). 
They help manage the church in times of duress (for example, they would aid in mediating or 
settling a dispute in the church). They manage licensing and ordaining (if necessary). And in 
highly political cases of conflict (such as a serious and viable accusation against the senior 
pastor), the elders have the authority to call in the third board, which is the board of registered 
Overseers. 
 
(3). THE OVERSEERS / APOSTOLIC ADVISORS are a board of successful 
lead pastors who govern churches outside of your church. This board is generally comprised of 
mentors of the senior pastor who pastor churches that are generally equal or larger than the 
church they're overseeing. This gives them greater credibility if they are called upon. 
 In the case of alleged misconduct, they investigate and, if necessary, decide the 
disciplinary course of action for the Lead Pastor. The key words which define this board are:  
professional, and objective. 
 For example, when accusations against the Lead Pastor are made, local church boards 
tend to lose both their objectivity and discernment. Theoretically, the objective nature of the 
overseers can seriously reduce the risk of dirty politics and mixed motives which often embroil a 
local crisis or a leadership vacuum. The sheep should never have to discipline their shepherd.  
Thus, overseers alone have the ability to remove, discipline, or exonerate a senior pastor. 
 History has shown us that when local elder boards have either the authority or desire to 
discipline the senior pastor, the ruling will usually be highly politicized. I.e., it will either be too 
harsh or too soft. Statistically these types of "internal discipline boards" can often result in a 
church split. Thus, in times of conflict, it helps to have an outside board which can theoretically 
carry a greater level of credibility (as they are pastors who are well-respected due to their own 
churches' success.) Also, because they aren't "locally entrenched" in the issue being discussed, 
they offer a greater level of objectivity than local boards (who are usually plagued with alliances 
and other conflicts of interest.) 
 Even more, the overseers are ministry professionals who are better attuned to satisfying 
the corporate management needs of a church. I.e., You want a surgeon to do your surgery – not 
some lay-person who read a few books on surgery. For example, such overseers can be 
invaluable when key staff members are suspended for investigation or are being removed. Often 
played by denominational leaders or apostolic mentors, their resourcefulness during times of 
duress can be indispensable (such as finding supply preachers, and/or guiding the public relations 
process).  
 However, this system also prevents these overseers from becoming micro-managing 
“bishops” as they are only called upon when authorized by the Elders under specific conditions.  
Hybrid bylaws extend differing degrees of authority to overseers based on the nature of the 
crisis. 
 
 
WHY THREE BOARDS? 
  
 Churches are a lot like football teams. When little kids play football on the playground, 
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they get to play every position: offense and defense. But, a professional sports team forces their 
players to get increasingly specialized. And this specialization dramatically increases quality. 
They create squads who are dedicated to a singular skill: offense, defense, special teams, (not to 
mention a multi-tiered coaching staff). Nobody gets to do everything. Ironically, only a small 
few get to even touch the ball. And even fewer get to call plays on the field.  
 Indeed, the ball is not safer when all eleven players attempt to hold it at the same time 
(the presbyterian model). I.e., You need blockers who are O.K. with the fact that they never get 
to touch the ball or call a play. But this does not mean that those who touch the football aren’t 
accountable.  
 You also don’t want a system where the season ticket holder can over-ride both the coach 
and the quarterback on any given play (the Congregationalist model). And then, there are the 
two extremes: A model where the clueless outside owner can meddle with the coach and 
quarterback (the Episcopalian model). And the opposite extreme: a coach & quarterback who 
can make endless terrible decisions with no accountability (the Apostolic pastor model). At some 
point, we would do well to acknowledge, all of these roles matter. And all of these roles need to 
have checks and balances.  
 So, here’s how the Hybrid model attempts to balance these groups: The Lead Pastor is the 
visionary. They get to make the final call on the subjective topics that tend to split churches the 
most. There is no church board on earth that will always agree about: “What’s the perfect 
budget… perfect worship set… the perfect next staff hire.” So, when bylaws force votes on 
highly subjective topics like these, it rarely increases safety or discernment.  
 Ironically, these debates (and subsequent votes) can often make the church less safe as 
they often polarize, divide, or at the very least, distract the church leaders from their overall 
mission. 
 Once again, healthy lead pastors will always seek out the advice of their teams on 
budgets, worship sets, and staff hires. But bylaw protocols should be designed for “worst-case-
scenarios.” They aren’t intended to prescribe an idealistic leadership process but rather, they 
create clear road-maps for messy ones! 
 The Hybrid is designed to work like a football team who’s down by 7 points with only a 
few minutes to go. In moments like these, you don’t want your team fighting on the field because 
they don’t like the play calling. Indeed, in critical survival moments, it’s almost always better to 
stay united around a mediocre play that’s called than it is for players to fight on the field and just 
do what they want.  
 In a similar way, most churches die during crises or transitions in Lead Pastor. And they 
splinter over budget debates, staff controversies and worship wars. Thus, the Hybrid is designed 
to reshape the decision making process on highly subjective and specialized decisions. 
 So to recap, the Hybrid has 3 separate boards; yet, four key entities: (A). The Lead 
Pastor; (B). The Trustee/Directors (Financial board); (C). The Staff Elders (pastoral board); (D). 
The Overseers/Spiritual Advisors (the crisis and mentoring board). But, where do the building 
blocks fit in? 
  
INTEGRATING THE BUILDING BLOCKS 
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 Remember, the million dollar question is: Do the right amounts of people with the right 
qualifications have the authority to make the right decisions? If too many people are being 
legally empowered to make a highly subjective decision, the odds of polarization and perceived 
disenfranchisement increases (a.k.a., the Subjectivity Size Principle).  And, when highly 
complex or specialized decisions are entrusted to under-qualified decision makers, the odds of 
losing both discernment, time, fruitfulness, accountability, and overall ministry-focus increases 
(a.k.a., The Qualification Effect). 
 So the power behind the three board system is this: Specialization and Role Definition. 
Again, it’s much like a football team. When your quarterback, your running backs, and your 
offensive line are all in sync with one another, there is protection; there is progress; and 
ultimately, there is victory. But this is not so when you have eleven quarterbacks and no 
offensive line. Not everyone can hold the ball at the same time. And not everyone should call the 
plays. At some point players will need to allow role definition and trust to take root.  
 But many church governments refuse to allow this. They falsely assume that “just 
because you can’t over-ride the play-calling that  
the play-calling is unsafe.” Or, “just because you aren’t 
carrying the ball, this means the ball isn’t safe”. But 
this simply isn’t true. Indeed, the ball is actually safer 
when it’s in the hands of a skilled player. Running 
backs are specially trained on how to hold the ball 
while 300 pound men are violently trying to rake it out 
of their hands. Quarterbacks are specially trained to 
identify defensive formations and exploit them on the 
line of scrimmage. Coaches are specially trained to call 
statistically effective plays based on game information. 
So we would have to be out of our minds to create a 
governance system that can consistently undermine this structure with votes and parliamentary 
procedures. 
 My congregationalist friend once told me: “Well, we allow role definition to occur!” But, 
I contested, how well would that role definition continue when the stakes are high and a highly 
subjective decision is being made. Believe me: When the stakes are raised, everyone will seize 
every last ounce of authority given them according to the bylaws. Role definition and 
specialization will generally go right out the window (See the “High Stakes Rule” of Chapter 3). 
 For example, Congregationalism may allow someone to be called “the coach” or “the 
quarterback” (senior pastor); but, the bylaws ultimately give “the season ticket holder” the vote 
(the congregation).  
 So, what’s going to happen when the game is on the line, and 2/3rds of the season ticket 
holders say, pass the ball – yet you know better than anyone that you should run it (after all, it’s 
your job to know these things – you’ve spent your whole life studying for this moment). So, 
who’s really in control in this situation? The “Quarterback” is nothing more than a meaningless 
title, because, according to the bylaws, everyone’s technically a quarterback.  
 Presbyterianism works in a similar way. But, to stick with our football metaphor, instead 
of empowering season ticket holders, it would limit the power to key players (a.k.a., the elders). 
The game is on the line and the influential wide receiver/elder feels he isn’t getting the ball 

“Just because you aren’t 
carrying the ball, doesn’t 
mean the ball isn’t safe! 
...Indeed, the ball is actually 
safer when it’s in the hands of 
a skilled player.” 
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enough. So, the bylaws give him the ability to politic. In fact he feels that he would be a better 
quarterback on that particular play. And lucky for him: he’s got more influence than both the 
coach and the quarterback. Is this really a safe authority structure in times of crisis? Not at all. 
 You see, anyone can say that they allow “role definition” and “specialization” to occur 
within their church. But, until you give that group or person the ultimate legal "say-so," your role 
definition is merely a temporary phenomenon for when the stakes aren't high.  
 Thus, to create true role definition, you may need to delegate the privilege of authority on 
certain things or else those toxically collaborative systems will melt under the heat. 
 
So how do these board play out? 
 
 But what is the exact accountability within this system?  First of all, each board can have 
its own internal accountability. For example, in our church bylaws: Trustees can be countered by 
other trustees – elders by other elders and overseers by other overseers. Allow me to give a few 
examples: 
 Trustees cannot be approved without being nominated by the lead pastor and confirmed 
by the elders. If a trustee (or spouse) becomes weird, they can be removed by the lead pastor – 
but only one of them every six months (to prevent the lead pastor from swapping the board with 
“yes-men" if someone dared to disagree with them).  
 Elders can only be nominated by the Lead Pastor; but, they must be confirmed by the 
Trustees.  
 The lead pastor pastor can only be voted in by the congregation; and, they can only be 
removed if, the elders or trustees call the overseers and the overseers deem it wise to do so. So, 
there are plenty of checks and balances if things get sticky.  
 
The Power to Execute Corporate Subservience 
 But there is one other brilliant benefit to structuring your church like this. As we 
mentioned before, maintaining corporate subservience is close to impossible without the right 
form of government. 
  
 By way of quick recap: there are two entities within a church. There is the “Corporation” 
(a.k.a., the staff, the building, the assets, the programs, etc). And then there is the “Spiritual 
Body” (a.k.a., the actual network of people).  
 When the Corporate tools become equal in emphasis or importance to the spiritual body, 
the church begins to die. I.e., The tools kill the church by becoming the end in themselves. The 
building no longer enhances the organic discipleship of the spiritual body. Instead, the people of 
the spiritual body are mere giving units who service the debt on the building. (I.e., the tool 
enslaves the master). But this begs the question, how does a church government contribute to 
this?  
 As I mentioned in previous chapters, as churches age, church boards tend to become 
increasingly powerful and decision making tends to become toxically collaborative. As a result, 
subsequent lead pastors tend to have an impossible time trying to trim back predatory programs 
and expenses. Thus, these bylaws are designed to extend the life-expectancy of a church by 
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creating a "healthy imbalance" that is slightly biased towards the lead pastor. In other words, the 
Lead Pastor has a higher amount of discretion on highly subjective issues. 
 Earlier we mentioned that corporate subservience requires highly subjective, complex 
and controversial decisions. Everyone will have a different opinion on how to budget, who to cut 
and how to prioritize or down-size. For example, we know that “a few staff members may need 
to be laid off;” but, which ones? We know that “a few programs need to be cleared off the 
schedule;” but, which ones? Sometimes even fruitful programs and delightful staff members 
need to be pruned to create organizational health. Once again, the Subjectivity/Size Principle and 
the Qualification Effect teach us that ill sized groups of unspecialized decision makers will only 
decrease a churches ability to create corporate subservience. So what should we do? 
 We separate the corporation from the spiritual body (like two branches of government) 
and we assign each of the branches their own board. The trustee look over the corporation by 
helping the lead pastor do business planning, staff management, I.R.S. compliance, etc. The 
other branch (the staff elders) focus exclusively on the spiritual body (mentoring and 
shepherding).  
 And, the most critical concept is this (which we borrow from the fourth model, the 
Singular Elder/Pastor Model): Only allow one person the advantage of controlling limited 
aspects of both the Corporation and the Spiritual body. I.e., Both branches of church 
government come to a head in the merged role: “Senior Pastor / President.” This person is the 
Lead Pastor (aka., the head of the elders and consequently, the spiritual body); but, this same 
person is also the President (or the head of the trustees and the corporation). But why is this so 
important? 
 When we separate the Presidency from the Senior pastorate we have effectively created a 
dangerous “balance of power.” Again, remember, a balance of power between a corporation and 
a spiritual body is actually a bad thing. It means that the “church building” is equally as 
important as the actual “church community” – which is certainly not how God sees things! We 
would be foolish to protect the “tools” of the church equal to the church itself.42 Also remember, 
church boards, traditions and power families grow with time. I.e., church power naturally 
becomes imbalanced with time. Thus, we need to design a system that counteracts this ever 
growing bureaucracy.  
 Unfortunately, many churches do separate the “President” (aka., Chairman of the board) 
role from the “Senior Pastor.” This balance of power is done under the guise of creating 
accountability and discernment; but, in reality, it adds neither. Suddenly you have a Lead pastor 
with no real authority over the church tools. And you have a President with no ability to actually 
implement the tools for true ministry.  In essence, this split plays out like a “Co-pastorate.”  
 Now, are there churches who have done this well? Of course! But stalemates and splits  
dramatically increase in these types of churches. Ultimately, the subjective nature of corporate 
subservience is much more functionally executed when you marry these roles into a singular 
"Lead Pastor/President”.   
 And remember, in this Hybrid system, the Senior Pastor/President role is limited too. For 

 

 42 Again, if this doesn’t make sense, re-read Chapter Four on Corporate Subservience. After all, splitting the senior 
pastorate and the presidency will likely limit the life-expectancy of your churches’ “growth” season. 
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Example, the Trustees (representing the corporate branch) will hold the lead pastor / president 
accountable for all of the major financial decisions of the church (like debt, contracts, business 
practices, etc). The President can’t just go out and buy a fleet of luxury cars for himself with 
church money – nor can he go get a loan for the church all by himself. He’s got to submit those 
decisions to the trustees. But the trustees can’t micro-manage the money either. (And this is 
where this system becomes brilliant). 
 The trustees are not primarily asking the question: “How should this be used to serve the 
spiritual body” as much as they are thinking “Are we operating this church based on sound 
financial principles?”  In other words, they are safe-guarding without stalemating. They are 
advising without micro-managing. And yes, the difference between these roles can get blurry at 
times. So, think of the trustees like a crew of fire-fighters. 
 The trustees efficiently hook the hose to hydrant and the senior pastor aims it. I.e., They 
don’t need to sit and debate “where to aim the water” (a.k.a., “what program is the priority?” or 
“Which low level staff should we hire or fire?” Instead, much like a firefighting team, team-
mates become specialists so that time isn’t lost stalemating over subjective issues. And the senior 
pastor doesn’t need to waste endless energy educating either the trustees or the masses about 
why he “aimed the hose the way he did.” Nor does he worry about a split over his endlessly 
complex decisions.  

 And it’s not that no one can question each other. 
The whole point of the trustee board is to ask questions 
and scrutinize corporate decision making. Whenever a 
team of people are unable to listen to one another, there 
will always be a break-down in functionality and 
discernment. But it also would be ridiculous to watch ten 
fire-fighters fight over the tip of a fire-hose while lives 
are at stake.  
 At some point, if the organization really wants to 
save lives, all teams need to accept the fact that their 
roles must become defined.  

 So, the corporate decision making is highly specified:  All loans, all leases, and all 
property purchases must be done by a trustee vote (i.e., the big issues need votes). The trustees 
set the senior pastor’s salary. Also, the trustees have discretion of up to 35% of the income for 
the purpose of managing the facilities. 
 But budgeting can become a highly subjective and controversial process. I mean, 
everyone will have a different “favorite ministry.” Even more, everyone will have a different 
opinion about what each staff member is worth. (And most church splits happen over budgeting 
decisions). So, the remaining 65% of the upcoming budget becomes the discretion of the Senior 
Pastor.  
 Of course, the trustees still help him budget his portion. The advice still flows in his 
direction; but, the ultimate decision rests with him. This freedom affords him the easiest ability 
to create corporate subservience. (As he has the ability to starve unproductive staff and 
programming with his 65%). 
 But what if the lead pastor decided to do something immoral with his share of the budget. 
Then, the trustees would make their case to the elders. And if the elders agreed, they would call 

“It would be ridiculous to 
watch ten fire-fighters fight 
over the tip of a fire-hose 
while lives are at stake.”  
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in the Overseers. And if the overseers felt the Senior Pastor was out of line, they would rule in 
favor of the Trustees. You see... there are still plenty of accountability mechanisms, even though 
roles are very defined. 
 In the same way, the Elders will hold the senior pastor / president accountable for 
shepherding the people (and vice versa). Elders have significant relational influence (as they 
were elected by the people). Naturally, they are ideal for helping to steer the people by 
performing a long list of significant pastoral responsibilities. But they do not think about 
financial assets. They aren’t worried about church leases. Their job is not to decide: “How should 
the corporation be used for the spiritual body?” Nor do they want to. 
 First of all, if the trustee board is filled with brilliant business folks, C.P.A.’s and savvy 
contractors, why would want to steal corporate decisions from them? If my wife is on the 
operating table, it would be in my best interests to leave the doctor be! Yes, it’s fine to ask 
questions and get second opinions; but, if my motive is merely 
to seize control, I’d be a fool. 
 Secondly, how do I truly give myself to the job of 
shepherding and mentoring people if I’m constantly distracted 
with lease discussions and payscale debates. Especially if your 
church is in a building project, there will hardly be any 
shepherding going on. The focus of the team will be 
completely highjacked by corporate conversations. And quite 
often, the stresses of church discipline, conflict mediation and 
small group mentoring will cause you to do a miserable job at 
holding the senior pastor accountable for good financial management. I mean, how will you have 
time to double check the church books and oversee an internal audit when you’re trying to be a 
shepherd. 
 Once again, when roles are defined, focus and specialization increase. With increased 
specialization comes an increase of trust and effectiveness. Before long, your trustees, elders, 
pastors and overseers will operate like an unstoppable well-oiled football team. Sunday after 
Sunday you will march the church into victory. And when sinners are transformed (because the 
government is functioning well) people will rejoice!  
 Rarely do people harass their leaders when things are going well. The joy of watching 
spiritual transformation is far too exciting to get caught up nit-picking about church decision 
making. And that should be the dream of every church system: to keep God’s people completely 
focused on the Great Commission. 
 
Tying it all Together 
 
 Ultimately, there are many other subtle advantages to a Hybrid system. So, I encourage 
you to talk to pastors who’ve been a part of one for a while. 
 
 But, the real goal behind this entire essay is simple:  Church governments should operate 
so efficiently, that church soap-operas are few and far between.  
 Chances are, you’re going to have a few no matter what you do. So you don’t need a 

“If my wife is on the 
operating table, it 

would be in my best 
interests to leave the 

doctor be!” 
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flawed system adding to this problem. Even more, apart from providing safety and stability, we 
simply want to steward God’s people in a formation that leads God’s people into victory. But 
few churches have been capable of consistently passing that momentum on for longer than 
twenty years. Certainly, church longevity requires a lot more than just a good church 
government. But make no mistake, rarely will this happen without one. 
 We want to reach people with the love of Christ. Christ likened us to doctors who reach 
sick people. The church is meant to be an emergency room for lost people. When we are giving 
spiritual CPR to a dying person, we simply do not have time to be sitting around debating about 
the decorations on the E.R. walls. And that is what a good church government will prevent. 
Desperate people have different priorities. Christ is seeking lost souls. And that is what’s at stake 
when we employ a mediocre governance system. 
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