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the way to the second position—that the purpose of government is to serve the individual in 
reaching his/her full potential. 

Bringing this down to the level of the individual government official, corresponding to 
the two views of government are two views of government office: 
 

1. Office is a prize to be won. Power is to be exercised. I am entitled to benefit from 
the exercise of that power. 

2. Office is an opportunity to serve. 
 

I believe that our weakness is that we do not yet see our goal as the second view, either to serve 
or to help each individual reach his/her full, God-given potential.  

I am convinced that the key to understanding the level to which our view of good 
governance must be lifted comes from Nelson Mandela. In his autobiography, he relates how the 
mentor in his life taught him the importance of the attitude of a shepherd.4 I am convinced that it 
is this attitude that allowed him to accomplish the harmony we have seen during a dangerous 
transition. I am convinced that his attitude of a shepherd spared South Africa much pain, and 
may even have saved it. Many of his actions displayed the attitude of a shepherd. One that 
especially impressed me was an occasion when he had to be out of his country, and he appointed 
his rival as Acting President.5 This, in my opinion, is the act of a shepherd, not a politician who 
is seeking to lift himself up. 

Where does the idea of the shepherd come from? You may say that it is natural for an 
African to display the attributes of a shepherd. Let me remind you that Africa has not 
systematically produced national leaders with a shepherd mentality. 

However, Mandela’s perspective is not so strange if one acknowledges that the 
foundational truth is that there is a God over every nation who is actively working to carry out 
His purposes for each nation. And that He has created each nation with a purpose and a plan. 
God, in His mercy, allows human beings the unbelievable privilege of working with Him in the 
process of fulfilling His plans. God paints the following picture of the Head of Government as 
shepherd of the people: 
 

He chose David His servant and took him from the sheep pens; from tending the 
sheep He brought him to be the shepherd of His people....And David shepherded 
them with integrity of heart; with skillful hands he led them.6  

 
What is a shepherd? What does the shepherd do for the sheep? The shepherd makes sure that the 
basic needs of the sheep are met, specifically those needs that the sheep cannot meet for 
themselves. The shepherd protects the sheep. The shepherd anticipates danger to the sheep and 
avoids it. The shepherd protects the sheep from every kind of danger. The shepherd has complete 
responsibility for the safety and well-being of the sheep. The sheep are dependent upon the 
shepherd for their own well-being. In fulfilling this responsibility to the sheep, the shepherd is a 
servant of the sheep. The shepherd is not a free person. The shepherd cannot consider 
himself/herself as superior to the sheep. Literally, the sheep are the master and the shepherd is 
the servant. The shepherd has responsibility for serving those who cannot take care of 
themselves in this dangerous world. This is God’s picture of what the Head of Government and, 
by extension, all government officials must do for the people of their nation. 

The shepherd has a responsibility before God to govern in such a way that every man, 
woman and child will be safe and able to enjoy “a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness and 
dignity.”7 The shepherd, by virtue of his/her position, can see danger that the sheep are unable to 
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perceive. The government official understands a multitude of dangers that the average citizen 
cannot imagine or perceive. The Head of Government and his team have access to information 
that allows him to understand the national and international scene as no other person in the 
nation. God holds the government official accountable to reduce the impact of potential danger 
upon the sheep. The government official is to act on behalf of the people to protect them and 
ensure the highest quality of life.  

The picture of the government official as a shepherd applies to every nation. When God 
called Cyrus to become King of Persia, which office he entered in 538 B.C., God used these 
words: “I am the LORD, ...who says of Cyrus, ‘He is My shepherd and will accomplish all that I 
please.’”8 God views the Head of Government of every nation as His shepherd and holds each 
one to this level of accountability. 

Wherever our societies have moved away from true knowledge of God, there has been a 
misunderstanding of public office. This misunderstanding includes the misguided belief that the 
public official can use the office for personal benefit. Obviously, there is great danger to the 
public resulting from this misguided belief. However, there is also great danger to the public 
official arising from this error. 

God makes it very clear that when the government official does not serve the people, God 
deals with him/her as He described in this warning: 
 

Woe to the shepherds...who only take care of themselves! Should not shepherds 
take care of the flock? You eat the curds, clothe yourselves with the wool and 
slaughter the choice animals, but you do not take care of the flock. You have not 
strengthened the weak or healed the sick or bound up the injured. You have not 
brought back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them harshly and 
brutally....I am against the shepherds and will hold them accountable for My 
flock. I will remove them from tending the flock so that the shepherds can no 
longer feed themselves. I will rescue My flock from their mouths, and it will no 
longer be food for them.9  

 
The clear statement is that God deals with those who do not properly shepherd His sheep. He 
makes it clear that no government official who abuses his office can remain for long. God loves 
the sheep so much that He insists that His shepherds perform their jobs properly. 

One lesson we learn from these passages is that when we view government office as God 
does that we will see it as a stewardship. The shepherd is responsible to make sure that none of 
the sheep are lost or mistreated. In this case, the shepherd is responsible to the owner of the 
sheep, who is God Himself. The government official is held accountable by the owner of the 
sheep—God—for the way he/she, as a steward on behalf of God, takes care of the sheep.  

God cares so much about the sheep that he deals firmly with those shepherds who abuse 
their responsibility. 

The Head of Government is the chief human shepherd over the nation. By extension, the 
same principles apply to all government officials. 

There are several consequences of viewing the Head of Government as shepherd. One is 
that the responsibility of the Head of Government is to shepherd the whole flock, not just the 
sheep that selected him/her as shepherd. The responsibility of the Head of Government is to 
shepherd the whole flock to pasture. There are shepherds who are placed in office through 
partisan politics. It may be one segment of the community who selects the shepherd. However, 
once installed as shepherd, the Head of Government has responsibility for the welfare of the 
whole flock, including those who initially felt a different shepherd would be preferable. The 














