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RESTORING FALLEN LEADERS

OVER THE PAST SEVERAL YEARS the Church has
been rocked time and again by revelations of sexual
and financial misconduct among some of its
best-Known leaders. But just as alarming for me are
daily reports of failed local pastors, men and women
who may not gamer headlines but whose sin has
direct impact in the lives of rank and file Christians.
Besides the obvious embarrassment and shame

that come with exposure of seedy acts, fallen leaders
betray their followers' trust, damaging @
God-ordained bond  between pastor  and
congregation. And especially damaging is the
disrepute brought on the pastoral calling itself.
Faithful pastors have found it more difficult to lead
in the past several years. Through o fault of their
own, the office has been tarnished.

Under these circumstances, we shouldn't be too
surprised that many Christians are confused, hurt
and even cynical about leadership. But the problem
isn't merely emotional; Chistians are divided over
how o treat fallen leaders.

‘What about restoration? The treatment of those.
that have fallen is based on God's treatment of all
sinners: the cross. At the cross forgiveness and
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ministries in God's Kingdom. Leaders are no
different.

The Bible contains several examples of fallen
leaders who were restored. In the Old Testament,
David was restored after he abused his power and
position by having an affair with Bathsheba and
murdering her husband. Moses returned to lead
Israel out of Egypt after committing murder and
running away. In the New Testament, Peter was
restored after he denied Christ three times.

‘There is no question in my mind that fallen leaders
€an be restored. But saying restoration is possible
raises a more difficult and complex question: what
qualifications must they meet before they can be
restored?

‘When leaders fall, we have a responsibility to love,
forgive and receive them back into the Body of Christ,

as we would any repentant sinner. But does
genuinely forgiving their sin mean  they should
remain our leaders? If we fail to return leaders to
office, does that mean we don't love them, that in fact
we hold their sin against them? In other words, does
immediate restoration to ministry automatically
‘accompany forgiveness? I think not.

1f the individual sin itself were the only obstacle to
leadership, restoration would be tied exclusively to
receiving forgiveness. But far too often individual
sins reflect the more troublesome problem of a
flawed character. For this reason, repentance and
forgiveness are prerequisites for entering the
restoration process, not qualifications for completing
the process.

‘The Bible requires fallen leaders to step down from
‘ministry at least temporarily because they no longer
meet the moral qualifications of an overseer,
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for other Christians. They are no longer “above
reproach...temperate, self-controlled, respectable...
[Having] a good reputation with outsiders.
Timothy 3:1-7).

[

PUNISHMENT?
An inability to understand or accept the unique
character of Christian leadership leads to erroneous
conclusions about restoration. Recently I read an
article in which the author argued that, like a corrupt
businessman who serves his prison sentence, once a
fallen pastor has been “punished,” he should be given
a"second chance.” The author illustrates his point by
describing how quickly a former executive was hired
after serving prison time for illegal securities trading.
The writer even goes so far as to say fallen leaders
may be better leaders than those who haven't tasted

serious sin! He asks, “Does the secular world
understand forgiveness better than we do?” I think
not. The author confuses restoration with
punishment. He fail to recognize that the restoration
of a leader involves the rebuilding of his character,
not the successful completion of a penal sentence.
Christian leaders are different from the world’s
leaders. For example, many doctors do not follow
their own advice. But we don't expect doctors to
personfy health. We go to them for expert advice and
knowledge about medicine. But pastors who fail to
embody the moral and spiritual values that they
preach undermine their message of personal
transformation through Christ. Paul could say,
“Follow my example,” because he followed “the

example of Christ” [1 Corinthians 1y:1]. Christian
leaders’ expertise and advice are only as genuine as
the quality of their character.
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the only ones in need of healing and renewal: the
people they lead have also been hurt. The leaders
have violated a sacred trust, and trust is the very
foundation of their leadership. Trust—the firm belicf
in the honesty and reliability of another—is a most
fragile qualit; it takes years to build, but only
‘minutes to destroy. Once destroyed, trust may take
years to rebuild again.

Fallen leaders must overcome many obstacles
before they are restored, which complicates our
relationship with them while they are working
through the consequences of sin. So, to know how to
treat a fallen leader we must know the path to
restoration, for we will walk it with them. The
following guidelines capture the main elements of
restoration. T introduce each guideline as a question.
1f you are unsure how t0 relate t0 a fallen leader who

is on the road to restoration, ask these questions
about them; your answers will help clarify how God
wants you to treat them.

[1] Does the leader exhibit the fruits of true
repentance?

Scripture offers clear, concrete guidelines from
which we can discern true repentance. The Greek
word translated as “repentance” in English versions
of the New Testament is metanoia, which means
literally, “changing one’s mind." The first step of
changing one’s mind about sin is admitting we have
done something wrong.

‘Admitting sin isn't merely feeling bad about being
found out; it's deep remorse over sin. This involves
true confession, acknowledsing sin to all who have
been sinned against and who may be hurt by it. Of
course, true confession starts with God. Does the
fallen leader willing divulge all sins, or does he/she
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caught doing? In other words, is he/she hiding
anything?

In Psalm 32, David describes the relationship
between confession and forgiveness. “When I kept
silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning
all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy
upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of
‘summer. Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did
not cover up my iniquity. 1 said, T will confess my
transgressions to the Lord'—and you forgave the guilt
of mysin.”

David couldn't go on hiding his sin, for left
‘unconfessed it was becoming a spiritual cancer. As
David demonstrates, confession must also be to his
congregation. First Timothy 5:20 says that elders are
to be “rebuked publicly.” What exactly does Paul
‘mean by a public rebuke? To rebuke s to reprimand,

t0 scold in a sharp way; the fallen elder s told to stop
his sinning...immediately. Paul also says the rebuke
s to take place among people against whom the
fallen leader sinned; elders have a public ministry, so
they are to be corrected in public. Implict to a public
rebuke is the fallen leader’s confession of grief over
his sin.

‘This passage isn't saying a leader owes a detailed
confession to the congregation, though it does raise
questions about how much detail a fallen leader
should reveal. Many Christians think it is
inappropriate to require fallen leaders to confess
their sins explicitly before their congregations, that
‘somehow this invades their “right to privacy.” But
leaders forfeit their right to privacy when they accept
‘God's call their lives are supposed to be examples of
what they teach, living testaments of God's grace.
Part of being an example is coming clean with sin.
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publicly [Galatians 2i11-14]. And what about Nathan
and David in the Old Testament [2 Samuel 12]? We
know everything about these leaders, the good and
the bad. God isn't as concerned about protecting
fallen leaders' reputations as either we or they are.

Confession to fellow elders must be specific and
complete; they need to know details o they can
determine how to approach restitution and
restoration. But the congregation doesn't need
explicit detail, though the confession must clearly
acknowledge the nature of the sin. If the fallen leader
is vague about his/her sin, misunderstanding and
‘gossip may follow him the rest of his/her lfe.

True repentance is motivated by brokenness of
heart and the desire to protect God's people—not the
desire to retain position and power or to cover up
sin. After the prophet Nathan confronted David for

his abuse of power and privilege, David said, “The
sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and
contrite heart O God, you will not despise. In your
g00d pleasure make Zion prosper; build up the walls
of Jerusalem” [Psalm 51:17-18].

Davids concern was for Israel’s glory, not his
position as king. His repentance was true.

‘The second mark of repentance is a firn and
spoken remunciation of the sin. Proverbs 28:13 says,
“He who conceals his sin does not prosper, but
whoever confesses and renounces them finds mercy.”
Renunciation means a willingness to do anything to
stop sinning.

“This is what Jesus had in mind in Matthew 18:8-9
when he told the disciples to cut off their hand or
pluck out their eye if either caused them to stumble.
He wasn't telling them to literally cut off a limb or
‘poke out an eye; he was saying that no action was too
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‘The third mark of repentance is reconcilation. In
Matthew 5:23-25, Jesus instructs us to seek
reconcillation with someone we have wronged before
worshipping God. Reconciliation involves  taking
responsibility for our sin, confessing to the person we
have wronged and asking for his or her forgiveness.
For the spouses of leaders guilty of sexual
‘wrongdoing, reconcilition s usually a complex and
Tong-term process. It is also the most critical step of
repentance, one that requires much of the leader's
energy and attention.

An important part of reconciliation is a willingness
to make restitution for harm done to others.
Zacchaeus, the corrupt tax collector [most tax
collectors were corrupt in those days], responded to
Jesus’ call by offering to make restitution: “Look
Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to

the poor, and if T have cheated anybody out of
anything, I will pay back four times the amount”
[Luke 19:8]. Zacchaeus's act of restitution embodied
faith in God; Jesus pronounced him saved that very
‘moment.

Restitution frequently involves more than money.
For example, a leader guilty of sexual wrongdoing
owes restitution to his congregation or organization;
he must fix broken trust though his/her open
repentance and a humble willingness to do whatever
necessary to repair the harm. How is this done? In
the very least, by patiently understanding that the
people need time to heal from broken trust.

‘Sometimes the organization may owe restitution
for sin committed by the fallen leader when he/she
acted on ts behalf.

For example, the leader may have had extramarital
affairs with women from other churches or he/she
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will need to ask for forgiveness, rebuild broken
bridges and, in some instances, pay financial
restitution.

Fallen pastors who truly repent are broken by the
experience. Their public lives become transparent;
they are no longer willng to live a lic around other
Christians. When it comes time to confess thei sins
to the congregations, there is no sense of their
covering up anything, They recognize that they
betrayed a trust and brought scandal on the people of
God, and they are willing to release their ministerial
influence over the people. They no longer find their
identity in their pastoral position; they are now truly
broken before God.

2] I the leaders sin the result of a momentary
moral lapse or part of habitual, cunning and
deceptive sin that reflects a seriously flawed

character?

There is a significant difference between the
consequences of momentary sin that comes from a
one time temptation and sin that is prolonged and
flagrant. An isolated act of passion must be dealt
with differently from long-time, premeditated sin.
‘The former, though serious, may be repented of and
dealt with quickly; the latter represents a seriously
flawed, immature character that could take years to
reclaim.

1 once knew a pastor named Bill [not his real
‘name] who had a difficult marriage. His wife was like
‘Gomer, the unfaithful wife of the prophet Hosea in
the Ol Testament. Yet Bill remained fathful to his
wife despite her flirtatious manners.

Bill suffered periodic bouts with depression and
Toneliness. One day, when in the midst of one of Bill's
emotionally difficult times, he gave in to temptation



[image: image9.png]‘and had sex with a woman he had been counseling.
‘The minute she left his office he phoned one of the
elders and confessed everything to him. The elders
called a meeting that evening, and Bill repeated his
story, then turned in his resignation. He also asked if
he could confess his sin to the entire congregation.

Bills elders wisely refused to accept his
resignation, instead placing him on a leave of
absence. He was allowed to confess to the church and
ask for forgiveness. The elders determined Bill's
‘problem was not part of a long history of sin or the
result of a serious character flaw. Rather, it was
one-time faling, under stressful circumstances, of a
good man.

‘The elders recommended that Bill eceive time off
for counseling to work through his troubled marriage
‘and moral failure. Six months later Bill returned as
pastor, and he has faithfully served the congregation

ever since. The church was able to accept Bill back
immediately because they understood the
circumstances surrounding his sin, felt his
brokenness and sensed he wasn't hiding anything
from them.

SECRET SIN
Fallen leaders with a long history of serious sin face a
far more difficult and longer road to restoration than
Bill. They must overcome habit patterns of cunning,
deception and secret sin bult up through the years of
disobedience—sin that they are unvilling or able to
control.

The length and complexity of the restoration
process s tied directly to the length and nature of the
sin. Commenting on this, John White and Ken Blue,
i their book, Healing the Wounded, write:

“People who abuse power are changed
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give themselves over to evil, untruth, self
blindedness, and hardness  without ~ allowing
themselves or anyone else to see what is happening.
The longer the process continues, the harder
repentance comes.”

Because of this, nipping sin in the bud is especially
important for the restoration of leaders. Many fallen
leaders with a long history of secret sin never make it
back into the ministry. When they truly repent, the
severity and effects of their sin are so great that they
have forfeited the privilege of leadership. If they do
‘make it back into leadership, the process takes many
difficult years.

[3] s the leader accountable to others as he works
through the restoration process?

‘There s no recovery process for a leader with a
hardened heart, but there are many paths back for

the truly repentant. Most people aren't close enough
to their pastors to discern the difference between true
and false repentance, especially if they are members
of large churches. The pastor may have all the
external marks of repentance but still suffer from
serious character efects and concealed sin

For this reason we must rely on the judgment of
other leaders, men and women to whom the fallen
leader is accountable. Is the pastor willing to
cooperate with and submit to other leaders in the
restoration process? And are those leaders willing to
stand up to him/her? The fallen leader must be
willing to be guided, directed, taught—to do anything
that they think necessary to set his lfe in g0od order.
If the fallen leader chooses to stand “alone before
God,” flee from him/her. He/she is dangerous. One
purpose of a leaders restoration i the formation of
‘mature character. A mature character s confirmed
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faithfully with God, family and brothers and sisters.

ACCOUNTABILITY
Serious sins and character flaws require long track
records of righteousness. For someone who has been
unfaithful for years, the process requires long-term
counseling and prayer. The key element for success is
accountability; other leaders must be free to
scrutinize the fallen leader's life and discern when
true change has come, both for his/her benefit and
for the benefit of those they may lead one day. The
mechanics of restoration work a variety of ways.
Most established denominations and churches have
precise.disciplinary procedures spelled out. The
process may be overseen by leaders from the local
body or leaders from outside the body, such as
bishops. We need to be careful, though, relying too

rigidly on disciplinary procedure. Each case is
unique, requiring the love of God and Spirit-led
wisdom for healing and restoration. The mechanics
and oversight of the process are not as important as a
willingness to submit o the part of the fallen leader
and a willingness to confront and hold accountable
on the part of those overseeing the process.

Many times after disciplining some leader in our
flock, or in the Vineyard Movement, individuals will
come to me and say, “Well, T'm going to remain
accepting of this person because you guys are
persecuting him.” I've said, “We're not persccuting
him. We're broken-hearted. But, the man (or woman)
has sinned, and he/she isn't repentant. There's a
major difference between being ‘sorry that you did it
‘and ‘sorry that you've been caught”

Sometimes under the banner of ministering mercy
‘and grace to needy people, someone will say, “Well
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we have to keep a balance between truth and merey.
That's why the Seriptures encourages us to g0
tenderly when we have to deal with a brother or
sister who's caught up in sin [Galatians 6

We could take either position, feel justified in it
and all the time subtly build walls between other
brothers and sisters in Christ. As fallible human
beings, we may understand more of one side than the
other. I know because I used to preach against people:
like me. I thought, “Surely, those folks who speak in
tongues can't be right because we're right! And we
don't do that.”

When the Lord gave me the gift of tongues
(without me even asking for it), 1 had a real problem.
Thank goodness God showed me my sin—
accusations, prejudices, slander and bigotry. I'm still
in process, and it a slow process—ask my wife; she'll

tell you—but 1 am making progress.

Christians cannot afford to sit by passively when
their leaders fail. We have a responsibility to
‘maintain an attitude of honor and respect toward
them, avoiding gossip and bitterness that tears apart
the Body of Christ and brings public scandal on the
‘Gospel. But we also have a responsibility to call for
fallen leaders’ true repentance, accountability and a
proven character before they are restored to
leadership. How Christians treat their fallen leaders
today will determine the vitality of the Church in the
future.
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