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Returning to the definitions for “spiritual 
abuse”:

“misuse of a position of power, leadership, or 
influence to further the selfish interests of 
someone other than the individual who needs 
help.”

“the manipulation and exploitation of others by 
the misuse of spiritual privilege and power.”

The definitions demonstrate that the problem 
commonly arises from those in a position of 
ecclesiastical power.



  

We will look at the following.

1.  Abusive leader as a “simoniac” (yes we are 
pulling up an old term here)

2.  Abusive leader as an unchecked authoritarian

3.  Abusive leader as insecure

4.  Abusive leader as a self-aggrandizer

   Abusive leaders may not have all of these 
characteristics, but often do, since these 

characteristics are related. 



  

I.  Leader as Simoniac

Simony is a term coming from “Simon Magus” 
or “Simon the Magician” from Acts 8:9-24. He 
sought to buy the power of the Holy Spirit.

“Simony--1.  The making of money out of 
sacred things. 2.  the sin of buying or selling 
of positions, promotions, etc., in the church.” 
-The World Book Dictionary, 1970



  

Simony Note
From the standpoint of religious leaders, simony 

would include the limiting of what is freely 
given by God (redemption, sanctification, 
relationship with Christ, etc.) to those who can 
afford the price set by the leader.

While money is usually the measure for simony, 
there is little difference between classic 
simony and any act by a religious leader to 
limit God's gifts to those who will meet the 
demands of the leader.



  

Simony in the Bible
 Simon Magus:  Already mentioned. Sought to buy 

the power of the Spirit. Presumably, also open to 
selling the benefits of that power for personal 
benefit later. (Acts 8:9-24)

 Sons of Eli: The men, Hophni and Phinehas, did 
not accept their rightful portion from temple 
sacrifices but took more... for their own benefit (I 
Samuel 2)

 False Prophets: Micah speaks against these.  
“This is what the Lord says concerning the prophets 
who lead my people astray, who proclaim peace 
when they have food to sink their teeth into, but 
declare war against the one who puts nothing in 
their mouths.”      (Micah 3:5)



  

Leaders as Unchecked Authoritarians
“All that is needed for abuse is a pastor 

accountable to no one and therefore beyond 
confrontation. .. Authoritarian leaders are 
ecclesiastical loners. That is, they do not 
function well or willingly in the context of 
systematic checks or balances. They are 
fiercely independent and refuse to be part of 
a structure of accountability. To put it crudely, 
they operate a one-man (or one-woman) 
spiritual show. And God help the person who 
gets in the way or makes waves."

             -Ronald Enroth (Churches that Abuse)



  

Leaders as Unchecked Authoritarians

The tendency to act without checks and 
balances can be a matter of personal need 
(control and autonomy). 

However, it can be a matter of theology (or a 
combination of both).

One theological movement in recent decades 
that promoted (and where it still exists still 
promotes) this is the “Shepherding “Shepherding 
Movement”Movement” (Also known as the Discipleship 
Movement)



  

Leaders as Unchecked Authoritarians

The “Shepherding Movement”“Shepherding Movement” had two 
teaching that were especially prone toward 
abusive leadership.

1. Dual Submission or Covering. Each 
Christian is to submit (completely) to Christ 
and one other person (their “covering”). In 
practice, commonly, submission to Christ was 
seen as being fulfilled by being submitted to a 
person, so a person was justified in 
disobeying Christ (sinning) as long as it was 
what their human mentor required.



  

Leaders as Unchecked Authoritarians

The “Shepherding Movement”“Shepherding Movement” had two 
teaching that were especially prone toward 
abusive leadership.

2. Covenental or Spiritual Family. In essence, 
each Christian must have a church family and 
a human mentor/covering. That relation is 
covenental. Therefore, a Christian does not 
have the right to change mentors or church. 
Obviously, this removes the natural check 
and balance of abusive or problem mentors 
and churches.



  

Leaders as Unchecked Authoritarians

The concept of “Submission” utilized has less 
to do with the complex nuances of the issue 
in the Bible, as a naïve view of military 
discipline and authority.

<It is worth noting that this view of the military has 
little to do with reality. Military submission is tied to 
the concept of  “lawful order” that provides a 
considerable check on abuse. The junior member 
must determine if the superior's order is lawful... 
that is consistent, with the will of those higher in the 
chain of command, as well as military regulations.>



  

Leaders as Unchecked Authoritarians

Churches that do not set up internal checks 
and balances (constitutional and otherwise) 
for the leader(s) within the church, place 
themselves at risk, and open up their 
leader(s) to temptation.

Churches that do not look in a balanced 
manner at the complicated issues of 
responsibility and mutual submission place 
themselves at risk of falling into “fads” rather 
than sound ecclesiastical practices.



  

Leaders as Insecure

Matthew 23, Jesus links abuse by religious 
leaders with greed (devouring widows' 
homes), hypocrisy, and pride.

Looking at hypocrisy, “The scribes and the 
Pharisees are seated in the chair of Moses. 
Therefore do whatever they tell you and 
observe it. But don't do what they do, because 
they don't practice what they teach.” (v. 2-3)

Hypocrisy in leaders tends to come from 
insecurity.



  

Leaders as Insecure

“Why is abusiveness often linked to hypocrisy? 
Answer: Because a hypocritical person is 
insecure and needs to make people fear him 
so that they will be afraid to challenge him and 
ask questions about his behaviour. A Godly 
man who has nothing to hide will not be afraid 
of honest sincere question or challenge - he 
will in fact welcome correction.”

         -Philip Rosenthal (Why We Shouldn't Obey 
Abusive and Deceitful Leaders) 



  

Leaders as Insecure

St. Paul gives guidelines for an overseer of a 
church (one of the overseers since single 
overseer churches did not come along until 
later) in I Timothy 3.

It is clear that church leaders were to be 
selected based on spiritual, relational, and 
emotional maturity, not self-declaration or 
personal charisma. The insecure will often 
seek to manipulate churches to give them 
power that they haven't proven capable of 
handling.



  

Leaders as Self-Aggrandizers 
“I wrote something to the church, but 

Diotrephes, who loves to have first place 
among them, does not receive us. This 

is why, if I come, I will remind him of the 
works he is doing, slandering us with 

malicious words. And he is not satisfied 
with that! He not only refuses to 

welcome the brothers himself, but he 
even stops those who want to do so and 

expels them from the church.” 
-III John 9-10



  

Leaders as Self-Aggrandizers 
Unhealthy pride (hubris) is commonly (again) 

tied to insecurity.

Recall Nebuchadnezzar's (insecure?) pride, self-
aggrandizement, judgment and fall in Daniel 3 

and 4, are instructive. Daniel and his three 
friends display the same heart as the apostles 
who (in Acts 4:19) showed that obedience is 

ultimately to God, not man.

Pride goes before destruction,
    a haughty spirit before a fall. 

-Prov. 16-18 



  

Leaders as Self-Aggrandizers 
The Bereans were commended for testing Paul's 

teaching to see if what he said was true, that 
is, from God. (Acts 17:11)

The Ephesian Church was commended for  
judging and rejecting those who gave 

themselves the false title of apostle (Rev. 2:2)

Thyatira was condemned for tolerating a false 
prophetess. (Rev. 2:20-25)

Churches should never be made to feel 
guilty for testing those who claim 
authority in the name of Christ. 



  

Solutions  
1.  Prevention is better than a cure. Don't 

set up a church culture where 
authoritarian structures are allowed. 
Check potential leaders for control 
issues and insecurity.

2.  Recognize that one is not required to 
obey a leader who does and teaches 
what is evil. Recalling Diotrephes in III 
John, “Dear friend, do not imitate what 
is evil, but what is good.” (III John 11)



  

Solutions  
3.  Get outside help. The culture of a 

church with abusive leadership is set up 
to defend and perpetuate the abuse. 
Seek godly advice, but from someone 
who is not tied to the situation.

4.  Look for Biblical models of leadership. 
For example, St. Paul did not claim 
absolute authority, did not enrich 
himself from the churches, and guided 
persuasively (not abusively).



  

Solutions  

5. Study and embrace the Biblical 
paradoxes of mutual submission and 
servant leadership. These are difficult 
concepts, but it is wrong to deal with 
them by negating them.

6.  Study the idea of relationship 
mutuality in the Bible (Try studying the 
“one another” or “one to another” 
passages in the Epistles).



  

Solutions  
This is not  supposed to be easy. An 

abusive leader will go to great lengths 
to perpuate his/her role. Remember, 
they don't think of themselves as 
abusive.

Jonestown and the Branch Davidian compound 
are two examples of response to imminent 
loss of power of the leaders. These are 
EXTREME cases, but any corrective transition 
in a member or a church is likely to be painful 
and take time.



  

Final Food for Thought from Jesus
“But as for you, do not be called “Rabbi,” 

because you have one Teacher, and you 
are all brothers. Do not call anyone on 
earth your father, because you have 
one Father, who is in heaven. And do 
not be called masters either, because 
you have one Master, the Messiah. The 
greatest among you will be your 
servant. Whoever exalts himself will be 
humbled, and whoever humbles himself 
will be exalted.” -Matt 23:8-12



  

References
 Enroth, Ronald M. “Churches that Abuse.” Zondervan.

 The Watchmen Fellowship

 http://www.rickross.com

 Barker, Graham. “The Insidious Harm of Spiritual 
Abuse” Alive Magazine

  Lifton, Robert J. “Thought Reform and the Psychology 
of Totalism.”

 Martin, Stephen. “Wolves in Sheep's Clothing” 
www.wellspringretreat.org. 

 Rosenthal, Philip. “Why We Shouldn't Follow Abusive 
and Deceitful Leaders.”



http://www.rickross.com/
http://www.wellspringretreat.org/

	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24

