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Love Strengthens
Every Relationship

The Leader’s Heart
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love strengthens every relationship
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Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your mind and with all your
strength.” ... ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.” There is
no commandment greater than these.”

—Mark 12:30-31

Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching
in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the
kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. When
he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because
they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a
shepherd.

— Matthew 9:35-36

You will seek me and find me when you seek me with
all your heart.
— Jeremiah 29:13

Christmas 2004 was different from any other. Most years of my adult
life I celebrated the birth of Jesus with my wife and three sons. Those
were glorious times of family gatherings, exchanging gifts, candle-
light services, and playing in freshly fallen Michigan snow.

But this year my attention was two thousand miles away. I got on
a plane for a rush trip to Orange County. My dad was dying.

The doctors said operating on his heart could kill him. But not
operating would be a death sentence. He decided to have surgery, and
all of us kids gathered around his hospital bed with him and Mom.
We prayed for his heart, for the doctors, for a great work of God in
his life, for healing. By God’s grace, through faithful prayers, and
by the hands of a skilled medical team, my dad made it through the
surgery, and his heart became stronger than it had been for many
years.

During the winter of 2004, I was confronted by a simple and pro-
found reality. When the heart stops beating, life ends. I always knew
this, but it struck me in a new way. As I stood looking at my father
lying in a hospital bed, it felt personal.

What’s true of our hearts is also true of our spiritual lives and our
calling as leaders. If our heart stops beating, we die. Sadly, leaders



the leader’s heart

can mask the reality that their hearts are sick. Sometimes we can
even fool ourselves into believing that our hearts are beating strong.
It’s possible to preach, hold board meetings, lead an organization,
and appear to be very much alive long after we have gone through
spiritual cardiac arrest. We all have learned that we can go through
the motions of leadership with an empty heart. Love is our heartbeat,
and too often our heartbeat is weaker than we want to admit.

How is your heart? Is it strong and healthy? Is it weak and falter-

ing? Has it stopped beating altogether?
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A Passionate Heart
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the leader’s heart

A heart passionately in love with God is the starting point of a
healthy life and ministry. This is why Jesus warns the church of
Ephesus (and all of God’s people to this day), “Yet I hold this against
you: You have forsaken your first love. Remember the height from
which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If
you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand
from its place” (Rev. 2:4-5).

When God is no longer our first love, our leadership lives are in
danger. When other things, even good things, take supremacy in our
hearts, we are in dangerous territory.

It is so easy for Christian leaders to allow other things to become
our first love. Almost imperceptibly, the needle of our hearts can
move from true north, and before we know it, we have fallen in love
with a false idol. Often this surrogate first love seems noble, even
Christ-honoring, but it is a heart-killing illusion.

Consider some of the enticements that cry for first place in our
hearts:

+ Building a successful and growing ministry.

+ Being loved by the people we serve and keep-
ing them happy.

+ Making a name for ourselves.

+ Making enough money to provide for our-
selves and those we love.

+ Feeling important and valuable in our own
hearts.

+ Loving and serving the people in our churches
or ministries.

The things that can replace God as our first love aren’t always
bad. They become unhealthy only when they take first place in our
hearts. Leaders who plan to serve God faithfully for a lifetime learn
to identify when they are tempted to let something else become
their first love. We are building healthy lives and ministries when
we make sure that God rules supreme and that our hearts are beat-
ing passionately for him. When his glory is our joy, when our hearts
beat with his, when he rules with no rivals, we grow healthy as
leaders.
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