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Abstrack:  This study examines leadership in the Old Testament 
narrative, focusing on the dynamic tension between divine calling and 
the crisis of human authority within the framework of God’s 
sovereignty. Employing a narrative hermeneutic method, the analysis 
centres on key leadership texts featuring figures such as Jacob, Moses, 
Gideon, Ruth, David, and King Uzziah, aiming to elucidate how 
leadership authority is established, challenged, and at times 
compromised by human ambition. The findings reveal that leadership in 
the Old Testament is fundamentally a form of stewardship grounded in 
faithfulness to God’s holiness and submission to His sovereign will, 
while simultaneously confronting the persistent human tendency 
towards domination and self-assertion. This study highlights that the 
successes and failures of these leaders reflect the ongoing tension 
between divine will and human aspiration, offering pertinent insights for 
contemporary understandings of leadership within spiritual and ethical 
contexts. The novelty of this research lies in its comprehensive thematic 
integration of leadership narratives within the Old Testament tradition, 
contributing significantly to both theological discourse and practical 
leadership studies. 
 
Abstrak: Penelitian ini mengkaji kepemimpinan dalam narasi 
Perjanjian Lama dengan fokus pada dinamika antara panggilan ilahi dan 
krisis otoritas manusia dalam konteks kedaulatan Allah. Metode 
hermeneutik naratif digunakan untuk menganalisis teks-teks sentral, 
termasuk narasi kepemimpinan tokoh-tokoh seperti Yakub, Musa, 
Gideon, Rut, Daud, dan Raja Uzia, guna memahami bagaimana otoritas 
kepemimpinan dibangun, diuji, dan terkadang gagal akibat ambisi 
manusia. Hasil kajian menunjukkan bahwa kepemimpinan dalam 
Perjanjian Lama adalah sebuah pelayanan yang bersandar pada 
kesetiaan kepada kekudusan Allah dan ketundukan pada kedaulatan-
Nya, sekaligus menghadapi tantangan dari kecenderungan manusia 
untuk menguasai dan mendominasi. Studi ini menegaskan bahwa 
keberhasilan maupun kegagalan para pemimpin tersebut merefleksikan 
ketegangan antara kehendak ilahi dan aspirasi manusiawi, yang relevan 
bagi pemahaman kepemimpinan kontemporer dalam konteks spiritual 
dan etika. Kebaruan penelitian ini terletak pada integrasi tematik narasi 
kepemimpinan secara holistik dalam tradisi Perjanjian Lama, 
memberikan kontribusi teologis dan praktis yang signifikan untuk 
diskursus kepemimpinan masa kini. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Leadership within the Old Testament 

narrative presents a theologically profound 
and ethically complex theme, characterised 
by an enduring tension between divine 
calling and the exercise—and frequent 
misuse—of human authority. These 
narratives do not merely recount the lives of 
historical figures endowed with power; 
rather, they disclose the internal struggles of 
leaders whose vocation is rooted in God’s 
sovereign initiative yet is continually 
challenged by human ambition, insecurity, 
and desire for control. This dialectic between 
spiritual vocation and earthly domination 
forms the central concern of the present 
study. 

This article explores selected 
leadership accounts in the Old Testament 
through the lens of narrative hermeneutics, 
with particular attention to how divine 
calling is not always fully embodied in the 
leader’s spiritual character but is often 
subsumed or distorted by human mechanisms 
of power. Figures such as Jacob, Moses, 
Gideon, Ruth, David, and Uzziah exemplify 
this paradoxical dynamic, wherein divine 
election coexists with, and at times is 
undermined by, the assertion of human 
authority. Such narratives reveal not only the 
susceptibility of leadership to moral and 
spiritual failure but also the fragility of divine 
vocation when it is not integrally embraced 
within the leader’s inner life. 

Methodologically, this study employs 
a thematic-narrative approach that combines 
rigorous textual analysis with theological 
reflection. This framework facilitates the 
identification of recurring motifs including 
divine election, human response, and the 
subsequent crisis or transformation of 
leadership. Particular emphasis is placed on 
the internal crises these leaders endure—
moments of spiritual disorientation and 
ethical collapse that transcend external 
conflict. The theological foundation of the 
creation and fall narrative provides the 
backdrop against which all subsequent 
leadership stories unfold, illustrating the 

pervasive distortion of human authority post-
fall. 

A critical contribution of this study 
lies in addressing a frequently neglected 
dimension in biblical leadership discourse: 
the unresolved crisis of power that persists 
even within divinely commissioned 
leadership. Whereas many interpretations 
emphasise divine calling or the achievements 
of biblical leaders, less attention has been 
given to how human ambition repeatedly co-
opts that calling. Incidents such as Jacob’s 
manipulation of blessing, Moses’ failure at 
Meribah, and Uzziah’s illicit cultic intrusion 
do not merely signify leadership errors; they 
expose a deeper spiritual failure to allow 
divine vocation to govern the exercise of 
authority from within. 

This theological problem is both 
ancient and enduringly relevant. In 
contemporary ecclesial, political, and 
organisational contexts, the misuse of power 
by those legitimately called continues to 
engender disillusionment and harm. By 
recovering the internal tension between 
divine vocation and human authority as 
portrayed in the biblical narrative, this study 
offers a critical resource for reimagining 
leadership—not merely as a function of 
institutional power but as a spiritual 
responsibility founded upon submission to 
God’s sovereign will. 

The originality of this research 
resides in its integrative theological-narrative 
analysis of biblical leadership figures, 
understood not simply as exemplars of 
success or failure but as participants in a 
divine-human drama where the integrity of 
leadership depends upon the leader’s inner 
conformity to the divine will. Consequently, 
this study contributes significantly to biblical 
theology and leadership studies, offering a 
historically grounded, theologically rigorous, 
and pastorally relevant perspective. 
 
METHOD 

This study employs a qualitative 
research approach, utilising critical textual 
and theological analysis to examine 
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leadership narratives within the Old 
Testament. This methodology is selected for 
its effectiveness in facilitating an in-depth 
exploration of theological meanings and 
narrative complexities related to divine 
calling and the dynamics of power in 
leadership. 

The primary sources consist of 
canonical Old Testament texts presenting key 
leadership figures and episodes, including the 
creation account, the narrative of human fall, 
and the leadership stories of Jacob, Moses, 
Gideon, Ruth, David, and King Uzziah. Data 
collection involves a comprehensive and 
comparative review of these texts, drawing 
upon multiple Bible translations as well as a 
wide range of scholarly literature in Old 
Testament theology and biblical leadership 
studies. 

Analysis is conducted thematically 
through the application of narrative 
hermeneutics, interpreting texts within their 
historical, cultural, and theological contexts. 
The focus of analysis lies in discerning 
recurring motifs such as divine election, 
crises of power, covenantal obedience, and 
leadership transformation. This 
hermeneutical framework enables a nuanced 
examination of the interplay between divine 
sovereignty and human agency as depicted in 
the Old Testament leadership tradition. 

To enhance validity and reliability, 
the study incorporates triangulation by cross-
referencing diverse textual sources, engaging 
with relevant theological frameworks, and 
comparing interpretations from various 
scholarly perspectives. This integrative 
process ensures a robust and balanced 
theological-critical synthesis. 

Ultimately, this methodological 
approach facilitates a comprehensive 
understanding of leadership as portrayed in 
Old Testament narratives, highlighting its 
theological tensions and ethical challenges. 
The study thereby contributes to constructive 
theological reflection and offers valuable 
insights applicable to contemporary 
leadership discourse within ecclesial and 
societal domains. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The Theological Foundations of Leadership 
in the Creation Narrative: Divine 
Representation, Moral Accountability, and 
Relational Stewardship 

The examination of leadership within 
Old Testament narratives reveals a profound 
theological foundation originating from the 
creation account, which shapes not only the 
nature but also the dynamics of leadership 
throughout the biblical text. This foundation 
establishes leadership as an expression of 
divine will embedded in human existence, 
thereby linking leadership intrinsically to 
God’s purposes and character rather than 
mere social structures or political 
expediencies. 

At the heart of this theological 
foundation lies the creation narrative in 
Genesis 1, which establishes the primacy of 
God’s authority as the ultimate source of 
human leadership (Wenham, 1987). The 
Hebrew term ְּתישִׁארֵב  (bere’shît), signalling 
beginning and sovereignty, underscores that 
all subsequent leadership flows from divine 
origination and mandate. Genesis 1:26–27 
further elaborates this by presenting 
humanity as created in the image (tselem, 

םלֶצֶ ) and likeness (demuth, ְּתוּמד ) of God, 
thereby affirming human beings as God’s 
representatives charged with stewardship 
over creation (Middleton, 2005). This Imago 
Dei concept situates leadership within the 
framework of divine representation, which 
entails accountability and moral 
responsibility rather than arbitrary power. 

The theological synthesis emerging 
here is that leadership in the Old Testament 
is dual-faceted: it encompasses both the 
mandate to exercise authority over creation 
and the imperative to maintain relational 
equity among human beings. Genesis 2:18 
introduces the notion of ‘ēzer ( רזֶעֵ ), a helper 
suitable to man, emphasising cooperation and 
mutual support rather than hierarchical 
domination (Walton, 2001). This relational 
aspect of leadership is consistent throughout 
Old Testament narratives, where leadership 
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is expected to mirror divine justice, care, and 
service. 

Such a dual emphasis provides a 
coherent framework that informs various 
leadership models depicted in the Old 
Testament—from the priestly and judicial 
roles to kingship. Leadership is consistently 
linked to obedience to God’s law and the 
embodiment of divine character, which 
includes justice, humility, and stewardship. 
The failure of leadership, as narrated in 
historical books such as Judges, is frequently 
associated with a departure from these divine 
standards, resulting in social chaos, 
oppression, and spiritual decline. 

This thematic synthesis elucidates 
leadership as a vocation defined by divine 
calling and constrained by covenantal 
responsibilities rather than personal ambition 
or structural power. It foregrounds leadership 
as fundamentally relational and service-
oriented, reflective of God’s own creative 
and sustaining activity. The creation 
narrative’s emphasis on order, life, and 
sustainability (Genesis 1:28) frames human 
leadership as a mandate for ecological and 
communal stewardship, thereby integrating 
moral and spiritual dimensions within 
leadership practice. 

Furthermore, the fall narrative in 
Genesis 3 introduces the theological reality 
of human sinfulness (chāṭā’, ָאטָח ), which 
disrupts the original divine-human leadership 
paradigm. This rupture brings tension and 
crisis to leadership throughout subsequent 
Old Testament narratives, revealing the 
fragility and complexity of human authority 
under the condition of sin. The distortion of 
leadership post-fall demonstrates that divine 
calling alone is insufficient without 
obedience and moral integrity. 

In sum, the article’s descriptive 
analysis of individual Old Testament figures 
gains depth and coherence through this 
overarching thematic synthesis. Leadership 
emerges not merely as a succession of 
historical anecdotes but as a theological 
drama encompassing divine initiation, human 
responsibility, relational justice, and the 
struggle against sin’s corruption. Such a 

synthesis enhances the understanding of 
leadership patterns as integrally connected 
across biblical narratives, offering a unified 
framework that interprets leadership through 
the lenses of divine calling and the pervasive 
crisis of power. 

In practical terms, the theological 
foundation of leadership established in the 
creation narrative of Genesis offers a 
substantive and coherent framework for 
contemporary leaders within the church, 
society, and organisational contexts. 
Leadership is thereby understood not merely 
as a function of administrative authority or 
social power but as a divinely ordained 
vocation, inherently bound to moral 
accountability and relational stewardship. 
Leaders are called to embody the character of 
God—exemplified through justice, humility, 
and service—and to exercise stewardship 
over creation as God’s representatives, 
entrusted with sustaining the order and 
flourishing of the community. This paradigm 
insists that authentic leadership must 
transcend mere positional power, prioritising 
communal wellbeing and ecological 
sustainability in accordance with divine 
intention. Moreover, the reality of human 
fallibility, as revealed in the Genesis account, 
accentuates the indispensable virtues of 
integrity and obedience in leadership 
practice, guarding against the distortions of 
authority that lead to corruption and social 
disintegration. Consequently, this theological 
synthesis equips modern leaders with a 
holistic and normative framework that 
integrates spiritual, ethical, and social 
dimensions, enabling them to respond 
effectively and faithfully to the complex 
challenges facing contemporary churches, 
organisations, and societies. 
 
Sin and the Corruption of Leadership: 
Theological Patterns and Redemptive 
Trajectories in Old Testament Narrative 

Genesis 3 functions as the 
foundational theological moment within the 
Old Testament narrative, marking the 
entrance of sin ( אטָחָ , chāṭā’—“to miss the 
mark”) that irreparably fractures the 
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relationship between humanity and God, as 
well as disrupting the created order 
(Brueggemann, 2012). This seminal event 
does not merely introduce moral failure but 
fundamentally corrupts the ontological 
identity of humanity and the divinely 
instituted framework of leadership (rādāh – 

הדָרָ ). Originally conceived as responsible 
stewardship reflective of God’s character, 
leadership becomes perverted into 
domination and abuse of power. 

This distortion is thematically 
consistent across various Old Testament 
narratives. Sin's impact on leadership is 
evident in the breakdown of relational and 
ethical structures: Adam’s evasion of 
responsibility (Genesis 3:12) and Cain’s 
fratricide (Genesis 4:8) exemplify the shift 
from divinely mandated stewardship toward 
self-exalting control and violence. This 
postlapsarian trajectory aligns with the 
Reformed theological concept of total 
depravity, whereby human faculties—
including leadership—are corrupted, 
resulting in a will-to-power that subverts 
God’s original intention (Middleton, 2005). 

Thematic analysis of Old Testament 
leaders—Jacob, Moses, Gideon, Ruth, David, 
and Uzziah—reveals a pattern wherein 
leadership efficacy and legitimacy are 
intrinsically tied to fidelity to God’s will. 
Leadership exercised apart from divine 
obedience results in moral failure and social 
disintegration, as demonstrated in the 
monarchic narratives of 1 and 2 Samuel. 
Saul’s disobedience and David’s ethical 
lapses reflect the broader societal 
consequences of sin-distorted leadership, 
where personal ambition undermines 
covenantal justice and righteousness. 

Conversely, prophetic voices such as 
Isaiah and Micah articulate an anticipatory 
restoration rooted in repentance and social 
justice. Their calls affirm that true leadership 
is to be realigned with God’s will, 
underscoring the Old Testament’s ongoing 
narrative tension between corruption and 
hope. Psalm 72 epitomises the normative 
ideal, envisioning a leader characterised by 
justice, protection of the vulnerable, and care 

for the oppressed—elements diametrically 
opposed to the distorted dominion revealed 
post-Fall. 

Theologically, these thematic threads 
coalesce around the motif of restoration 
inaugurated in the New Testament through 
Christ, the promised Davidic ruler (Jeremiah 
23:5). Christ’s model of leadership—
embodied in service (diakonia) and relational 
equality (John 15:15)—subverts fallen 
paradigms and enacts the divine intention for 
leadership as participatory, loving, and just. 
This eschatological fulfilment anchors the 
Old Testament narrative’s trajectory, linking 
creation theology and prophetic ethics into a 
coherent redemptive framework. 

Thus, rather than isolated 
descriptions, the Old Testament narratives 
collectively function as a theological 
discourse on the nature of leadership, 
profoundly shaped by sin but continuously 
oriented toward divine restoration. 
Leadership is portrayed not simply as 
institutional authority but as a spiritual 
vocation demanding ethical fidelity and 
covenantal faithfulness. The cumulative 
evidence from the character studies and 
theological reflections presented highlights 
an overarching pattern: sin distorts 
leadership, but divine revelation and 
covenant promise direct leadership toward 
renewal and justice. 

This thematic synthesis elucidates the 
dynamic interplay between sin, leadership 
failure, and redemptive hope within the Old 
Testament, providing a coherent analytical 
lens through which to interpret the complex 
narratives and ethical imperatives. Future 
inquiry might explore how this biblical 
framework informs contemporary 
understandings of leadership ethics within 
faith communities, ensuring that the Old 
Testament’s theological insights remain a 
vital resource for ecclesial and societal 
leadership praxis. 

The theological inquiry into the 
disruption of leadership wrought by sin, as 
depicted in the Fall narrative of Genesis 3, 
offers profound implications for 
contemporary church, societal, and 
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organisational leadership. The entrance of sin 
not only fractured humanity’s relationship 
with God but fundamentally corrupted the 
divine mandate of leadership, transforming 
stewardship into self-serving domination. 
This pervasive distortion—manifested 
throughout the Old Testament in both 
individual failings and systemic 
breakdowns—highlights the critical 
importance of ethical fidelity and covenantal 
obedience as prerequisites for legitimate and 
effective leadership. For modern leaders, this 
serves as a solemn reminder that authority 
divorced from moral responsibility inevitably 
leads to relational rupture and social 
disintegration. Yet, the prophetic vision and 
psalmic ideals emphasise a counter-narrative 
rooted in justice, humility, and care for the 
vulnerable, providing a normative standard 
against which leadership must be measured. 
Furthermore, the New Testament fulfilment 
of this trajectory in Christ, whose leadership 
exemplifies servanthood and relational 
equality, reorients leadership praxis towards 
redemptive restoration. Hence, this 
theological framework urges contemporary 
leaders to recognise leadership as a spiritual 
vocation demanding continual repentance, 
integrity, and a commitment to justice—
principles that are essential for 
transformative leadership capable of 
addressing the complexities and moral 
challenges of today’s ecclesial and 
organisational contexts. Such an integrative 
approach ensures that the rich theological 
insights of the Old Testament remain not 
only historically significant but vitally 
relevant to the praxis of leadership in the 
present age. 
 
Leadership as Theological Transformation: 
The Jacob Narrative and the Spiritual 
Reconstitution of Authority 

The narrative of Jacob in Genesis 32 
presents a multifaceted transformation in 
leadership that transcends mere historical or 
social description, embodying a profound 
theological and spiritual process. This 
transformation, however richly depicted in 
individual character study, warrants a 

systematic thematic synthesis to elucidate its 
significance within the broader framework of 
Old Testament leadership. 

Jacob’s journey from Haran back to 
Canaan encapsulates a tension between 
human self-reliance and divine sovereignty. 
Despite divine assurance of God’s 
accompaniment, Jacob’s initial recourse to 
stratagem—dividing his camp and sending 
gifts to Esau (Genesis 32:13–21)—reflects an 
ingrained reliance on manipulation and 
control. This behavioural pattern aligns with 
the etymology of his name, ַבקֹעֲי  (yaʿăqōb), 
derived from the root ָבקַע  (ʿāqab), “to grasp 
the heel” or “to supplant,” highlighting a 
character defined by cunning and self-interest 
from the outset. Thus, the narrative 
demonstrates how leadership initially 
manifests through human effort and self-
preservation. 

The pivotal encounter at the ford of 
the River Jabbok (Genesis 32:22–32) initiates 
a profound internal and spiritual struggle that 
redefines Jacob’s leadership identity. 
Wrestling with the divine messenger, Jacob 
resists yielding despite bodily injury—his 
dislocated hip symbolising the painful cost of 
genuine transformation. This theologically 
laden episode signifies a shift from external 
manoeuvring to internal confrontation with 
selfhood and divine will. The demand to 
confess his name, “Jacob,” followed by the 
bestowal of the new name “Israel” ( לאֵרָשְׂיִ ), 
meaning “one who wrestles with God” or 
“God prevails,” marks an ontological 
reorientation (Wright, 2006).  This renaming 
is emblematic of a broader Old Testament 
motif wherein leadership legitimacy arises 
through intimate encounter with God, 
yielding a new mode of authority grounded 
in dependence, submission, and self-
awareness rather than deceit. 

The transformation is further 
evidenced in Jacob’s changed posture 
towards Esau in Genesis 33. His sevenfold 
bow, a culturally significant expression of 
humility and remorse, contrasts starkly with 
his earlier tactics of deception. This 
reconciliatory act culminates not in conflict 
but in fraternal embrace, concretising the 
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theological principle that spiritual renewal 
directly impacts relational leadership. 
Leadership, in this sense, is integrally linked 
to character formation and repentance, rather 
than mere political or social power. 

Jacob’s narrative therefore provides a 
paradigmatic example of how leadership in 
the Old Testament is formed through a 
dialectic of strength and weakness. 
Paradoxically, true strength emerges through 
vulnerability and divine dependence—a 
recurring theological theme also seen in 
Moses and David’s leadership trajectories 
(Alter, 2009). This dialectic is crucial to 
understanding leadership as a dynamic 
process shaped by divine testing and inner 
transformation rather than external conquest 
or human cunning alone. 

In synthesising these thematic 
elements, the Jacob narrative illustrates that 
Old Testament leadership is inseparable from 
spiritual formation and theological struggle. 
Leadership is not an instantaneous or 
superficial designation but an existential 
transition forged through intimate 
engagement with God. The story’s layered 
structure reveals leadership as a journey from 
self-centred manipulation to a divinely 
authorised role characterised by humility, 
repentance, and transformative encounter. 
This synthesis advances our understanding of 
Old Testament leadership by framing it as 
fundamentally relational—between the 
leader, God, and community—and as 
dependent upon spiritual renewal. 

Consequently, this theological 
synthesis integrates the descriptive richness 
of Jacob’s character with a coherent thematic 
framework, demonstrating how leadership 
development in the Old Testament is 
essentially a process of spiritual 
transformation shaped by divine interaction. 
This approach moves beyond isolated 
character study towards a comprehensive 
model that elucidates the nature of legitimate 
authority within the biblical narrative.  

The narrative of Jacob’s 
transformation in Genesis 32 provides a 
theologically rich paradigm for contemporary 
leadership, emphasising that authentic 

authority arises through a profound process 
of spiritual struggle and self-renewal rather 
than mere strategic acumen or social 
manoeuvring. Jacob’s journey from reliance 
on manipulation to an encounter 
characterised by vulnerability and divine 
dependence offers modern leaders a model of 
leadership as an ongoing existential 
transition, grounded in humility, repentance, 
and relational integrity. This theological 
framework challenges contemporary church, 
societal, and organisational leaders to 
reconsider leadership not as a fixed status or 
instrument of control, but as a dynamic 
vocation shaped by inner transformation and 
openness to divine guidance. The motif of 
wrestling with God, and receiving a new 
identity, underscores the necessity for leaders 
to engage with their own limitations and 
ethical responsibilities, fostering leadership 
practices that prioritise reconciliation, mutual 
respect, and accountability. By recognising 
leadership as a spiritual vocation forged 
through struggle and renewal, contemporary 
leaders are called to embrace complexity and 
vulnerability as strengths, thereby enabling 
transformative leadership that authentically 
serves both community and divine purposes. 
Such an integrative approach enriches current 
leadership discourse by situating leadership 
within a theologically grounded narrative of 
personal and communal restoration. 
 
Sanctifying God in Leadership: The Crisis 
at Meribah and the Theological Imperative 
of Holiness in Moses' Vocation 

The life of Moses, the quintessential 
servant-leader in the Old Testament 
narrative, unfolds across three distinct yet 
interrelated phases, each contributing to the 
gradual shaping of his character and divine 
vocation. Initially, Moses spent forty years as 
a prince of Egypt, immersed in privilege, 
security, and the elite social milieu of 
Pharaoh’s court. The subsequent forty years 
in Midian constituted a formative exile, 
characterised by perseverance, humility, 
spiritual discipline, and the development of 
compassionate leadership qualities. Finally, 
Moses’ last forty years were dedicated to 
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leading Israel out of Egyptian bondage 
towards the Promised Land, embodying the 
role of God’s appointed mediator and 
lawgiver (Exodus 2; Acts 7:20–36;  
(Hamilton, 2011). These phases serve as a 
narrative framework not merely to chart 
biographical events but to understand the 
progressive spiritual and vocational 
development essential to Moses’ leadership. 

The episode at Meribah in the 
wilderness of ִןצ  (Zin), occurring near the end 
of Israel’s fortieth year after the Exodus, 
forms a climactic test of leadership, faith, and 
divine holiness (Numbers 20:1–13). The 
geographical markers—situated between the 
ascent of Akrabbim and the southwestern 
edge of the Red Sea near ָשׁדֵק  (Qādeš)—
situate the narrative within the broader 
journey of Israel from Egypt to the borders of 
Canaan (Numbers 20:16; Deuteronomy 34:3; 
(Budd, 1984). This wilderness, harsh and 
barren, symbolises not only a physical 
environment devoid of sustenance but also a 
spiritual testing ground, as the scarcity of 
water accentuates Israel’s dependence on 
divine providence (Numbers 20:1–2; 
(Harrelson, 2003). 

The theological significance of water 
as a symbol of life and divine sustenance is 
foregrounded here. The command to Moses 
and Aaron to speak to the rock rather than 
strike it—as had occurred previously at 
another Meribah incident (Exodus 17:5–6)—
heightens the emphasis on obedience and the 
demonstration of God’s holiness (Numbers 
20:8, 11–12; (Budd, 1984). The act of 
speaking, rather than striking, was intended 
to reveal a deeper expression of God’s 
sovereign power and sanctity, thereby 
underscoring a qualitative development in the 
leadership test. 

Linguistically and theologically, the 
event’s setting at ָשׁדֵק  (Qādeš) is deeply 
significant. The root שׁדק  (qāḏash), meaning 
“holy” or “set apart,” links the site’s 
nomenclature to God’s transcendence and 
sovereign holiness (Exodus 15:11; Isaiah 6:3; 
(Childs, 2001). This lexical connection 
elevates the incident beyond a mere logistical 
challenge to a profound confrontation with 

the divine demand for reverence and holiness 
in leadership. 

However, Moses’ response reveals a 
critical failure of spiritual leadership. His 
rhetorical question—“Shall we bring forth 
water for you from this rock?” (Numbers 
20:10)—betrays impatience and frustration 
rather than reverent submission. This 
moment marks a pivotal divergence from 
faithful obedience, signalling a lapse that 
Psalm 106:32–33 interprets as speaking 
“unadvisedly with his lips,” provoked by the 
people’s continual grumbling (Alter, 2009). 
Furthermore, Moses’ decision to strike the 
rock twice, in direct contradiction to God’s 
explicit instruction to speak, signifies an 
unauthorized assertion of human agency that 
ultimately detracts from God’s holiness 
(Numbers 20:11). 

This disobedience, although it 
resulted in water flowing from the rock, 
constituted a profanation of the sacred act, 
causing God to deny Moses entry into the 
Promised Land (Wright, 2020). The divine 
rebuke explicitly states that Moses’ failure 
was grounded in unbelief and a failure “to 
uphold My holiness in the eyes of the people 
of Israel” (Numbers 20:12). This underscores 
that leadership, especially under divine 
calling, must prioritise the sanctification of 
God’s name above personal initiative or 
pragmatic outcomes (Sarna, 1989). 

The designation of this event as the 
Waters of הבירמ  (Meribah), meaning 
“contention” or “strife,” encapsulates the 
multifaceted conflict present: between the 
Israelites and their leader, and ultimately 
between the people and God Himself 
(Numbers 20:13; (Budd, 1984). Meribah thus 
becomes a theological symbol of testing, 
unbelief, and the consequences of 
disobedience within the narrative arc of 
Israel’s wilderness journey. 

This episode serves as a thematic 
focal point for understanding Old Testament 
leadership paradigms. It reveals the dangers 
of pride, self-exaltation, and frustration that 
can arise even in divinely chosen leaders, 
potentially obscuring God’s purposes. In 
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contrast, true leadership under God’s call 
demands absolute dependence, humility, and 
reverent obedience—qualities that transcend 
miraculous signs or charismatic success 
(Micah 6:8; 1 Samuel 15:22; (Goldingay, 
2003). The leadership crisis at Meribah thus 
illustrates a broader theological principle: 
that the glory of God and the maintenance of 
His holiness must be central to all acts of 
leadership, and failure in this regard has 
profound spiritual and communal 
ramifications. 

This analysis of Moses’ leadership at 
Meribah exemplifies broader thematic 
patterns that emerge throughout Old 
Testament narratives concerning divine 
calling and the crisis of power. The figure of 
Moses encapsulates a recurring tension 
between human frailty and divine holiness, 
obedience and failure, communal expectation 
and individual responsibility. Although richly 
detailed individual stories often emphasise 
descriptive elements of character and setting, 
it is the synthesis of these narratives that 
elucidates a coherent theology of leadership. 

Firstly, the motif of testing and divine 
provision appears repeatedly, highlighting 
leadership as a context where faith is 
continually proven (cf. Abraham’s testing in 
Genesis 22; David’s trials in 1 Samuel). 
Moses’ encounter at Meribah typifies this 
dynamic, where leadership demands faithful 
reliance on God’s instruction rather than 
human wisdom or force. 

Secondly, the theme of holiness and 
reverence is a consistent theological thread 
that shapes leadership narratives. Leaders are 
called not merely to accomplish tasks but to 
represent and uphold the sanctity of God 
before the people. Moses’ failure to “sanctify 
God in the eyes of Israel” reflects a 
fundamental breach of this mandate, 
illustrating that leadership is intrinsically a 
sacred vocation. 

Thirdly, the crisis of power and 
human limitation emerges as an inevitable 
element within leadership roles. The tension 
between God’s sovereign authority and 
human agency often culminates in moments 

of conflict, frustration, and failure—yet these 
moments serve to reveal the need for 
humility and patient obedience. 

In sum, the episode at Meribah is not 
an isolated anecdote but a microcosm of the 
theological and leadership challenges 
permeating Old Testament narratives. By 
weaving these descriptive accounts into a 
thematic synthesis, the study contributes to a 
more integrated understanding of leadership 
that recognises both its divine calling and the 
recurrent crises engendered by human 
weakness. This synthesis also invites further 
comparative analysis across other Old 
Testament leaders—such as Joshua, Samuel, 
and David—to examine how similar themes 
of holiness, obedience, and crisis manifest 
uniquely in each context. The episode of the 
Waters of Meribah, viewed through the lens 
of Moses’ leadership, offers profound and 
timely insights for contemporary church, 
societal, and organisational leaders.  

This narrative underscores that 
leadership is fundamentally a sacred vocation 
demanding unwavering reverence for divine 
holiness, characterised by humility, 
obedience, and dependence on God rather 
than human initiative or expedient solutions. 
Moses’ failure to uphold God’s sanctity 
before the people serves as a solemn warning 
against the pitfalls of pride, frustration, and 
self-exaltation, even among those divinely 
appointed. Modern leaders are thus called to 
recognise that authentic leadership 
transcends effective management or 
charisma; it entails embodying and 
honouring transcendent ethical principles that 
preserve communal integrity and divine 
purpose. In practical terms, this challenges 
leaders today to cultivate spiritual and moral 
disciplines that prioritise accountability, 
reflective obedience, and the sanctification of 
their role in the eyes of their communities. 
Moreover, the theme of testing and human 
limitation within Moses’ story invites leaders 
to embrace vulnerability and patient 
perseverance amid crises, recognising that 
failure or weakness can become loci for 
spiritual growth and renewed faithfulness 
when met with humility. By integrating these 
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theological insights, contemporary leadership 
discourse gains a robust framework that 
situates authority within a covenantal 
relationship—one that demands fidelity to a 
higher calling and a commitment to 
sustaining the holiness and well-being of the 
communities served. This holistic approach 
enriches leadership praxis by affirming that 
enduring transformation arises not from self-
assertion but from faithful submission to 
divine guidance and ethical integrity. 
 
Gideon’s Leadership as a Theological 
Paradigm: Between Divine Empowerment, 
Political Tension, and Role Disintegration 

The narrative of Gideon, who served 
as a šōp̄ēṭ ( טפֵשֹׁ , judge) in the turbulent post-
Joshua period of Israel’s history, presents a 
nuanced case study of Old Testament 
leadership that intricately balances divine 
calling, human weakness, and political 
dynamics. The etymology of Gideon’s name 
( ןוֹעדְגִּ , Gid‘ôn), commonly understood as 
“warrior,” “soldier,” or “hewer,” aptly 
encapsulates his divine commissioning to 
deliver Israel from the oppressive domination 
of the Midianites and Amalekites (Judges 
6:11–16). Theologically, Gideon functions as 
a divinely authorised leader over the qāhāl 
( להַקָ ), the assembly of Israel, illustrating the 
vital connection between God’s sovereign 
election and the communal responsibilities of 
leadership (J. Clinton McCann Jr, 2011). 

The historical setting of Gideon’s 
leadership is characterised by cyclical 
apostasy, wherein Israel repeatedly fell into 
idolatry, particularly Canaanite Baal worship, 
which triggered God’s disciplinary 
judgement through foreign subjugation 
(Judges 2:11–15). Against this backdrop, 
Gideon’s divine call represents a critical 
moment of restoration and renewed 
covenantal fidelity. Despite his pronounced 
feelings of inadequacy and hesitation—
stemming from his youth and relative 
insignificance within Manasseh—God’s 
assurance affirms both his personal vocation 
and the certainty of divine victory (Judges 
6:15–16). This interplay between human 
frailty and divine empowerment forms a 

persistent tension in Old Testament 
leadership narratives and underscores a 
recurring theological motif: authentic 
leadership is ultimately sustained by God’s 
Spirit rather than by human capacity alone 
(Clines, 1997). 

Gideon’s leadership is further 
illuminated through his bold confrontation 
with idolatry, exemplified by his destruction 
of his father Joash’s altar to Baal under cover 
of darkness (Judges 6:27–32). This act, while 
courageous, also reveals the subversive 
nature of faithful obedience amidst socio-
religious opposition. The epithet Jerubbaal 
( לעַבַּרֻיְ ), “Let Baal contend against him,” 
attributed by the Israelites, captures the 
contentious and heroic aspects of Gideon’s 
role in challenging entrenched idolatry 
(Younger, 2021). Such theological 
symbolism reveals that leadership is not 
merely a matter of military success but 
involves confronting and dismantling false 
powers that threaten the integrity of Israel’s 
covenant relationship with YHWH. 

The military episode in which 
Gideon’s drastically reduced force of 300 
men overcomes the innumerable Midianite 
army vividly illustrates the principle that 
divine power overrides numerical advantage 
(Judges 7:12; 6:34; 7:1–22). Here, the 
narrative explicitly highlights the 
empowering presence of the Rûaḥ YHWH 
( הוָהיְ חַוּר ), the Spirit of the Lord, who equips 
Gideon for his God-ordained task. This motif 
resonates with broader Old Testament 
themes, where the Spirit’s empowering 
presence legitimises and sustains 
leadership—contrasting human pride or self-
reliance (Clines, 1997). Thus, Gideon’s 
victory functions both as a historical event 
and as a theological statement affirming that 
leadership effectiveness is contingent upon 
divine enablement. 

In addition to military leadership, 
Gideon’s adept handling of inter-tribal 
tensions—specifically his diplomatic 
engagement with the Ephraimites to avoid 
internal conflict—demonstrates his political 
acumen and relational intelligence (Judges 
8:1–3). This aspect of his leadership 
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underscores the multidimensional nature of 
Old Testament leadership, which demands 
not only courage in battle but also prudence 
in maintaining national cohesion. The 
integration of spiritual authority with socio-
political sensitivity emerges as a crucial 
marker of effective leadership entrusted by 
God (J. Clinton McCann Jr, 2011). 

Despite his many successes, Gideon’s 
leadership trajectory reveals intrinsic 
tensions and eventual failure to maintain role 
integrity. Although he explicitly rejects the 
notion of hereditary kingship (Judges 8:22–
23), his later conduct—accumulating wealth, 
multiple wives, and requesting tribute from 
spoils—reflects a subtle yet significant shift 
toward monarchical norms (Judges 8:24–31). 
This transition signals a problematic erosion 
of the original judge’s ethos, evidencing the 
complex interplay between divine calling and 
human susceptibility to power dynamics 
(Wilcock, 2021). Theologically, this 
deviation illustrates the inherent challenge 
leaders face in preserving their God-ordained 
mandate amidst cultural pressures and 
personal ambition. 
A particularly critical instance of this 
theological failure is Gideon’s creation of an 
ephod ( דוֹפאֵ ) from the war booty, an act 
which signifies an illegitimate assumption of 
priestly functions, given his non-priestly 
lineage (Judges 8:27). The ephod, 
traditionally a sacred garment used to seek 
divine guidance via the urim and tummim, 
became an object of idolatrous worship in 
Ophrah, symbolising a profound breach of 
covenantal purity and communal faithfulness 
(Garland., 2006). This episode serves as a 
cautionary paradigm on how leadership, 
when divorced from theological integrity, 
can precipitate spiritual decay and communal 
disorientation. 

The conclusion of Gideon’s tenure—
marked by his death, burial in Ophrah, and 
Israel’s subsequent relapse into Baal 
worship—highlights the fragility of 
leadership legacies (Judges 8:32–35; 9). The 
rise of his son Abimelech, who seizes power 
through fratricide, further exemplifies the 
disintegration of covenantal leadership and 

moral order within Israel (Walsh, 2010). 
Collectively, these episodes reinforce a 
critical theme: leadership in Israel is a divine 
trust that requires continual faithfulness to 
God’s covenantal purposes; failure to 
maintain this results in societal and spiritual 
fragmentation. 

Synthesising the leadership pattern 
evidenced in Gideon’s narrative reveals 
recurring motifs crucial for understanding 
Old Testament leadership as a whole. The 
interplay between divine calling and human 
weakness, the tension between empowerment 
and self-exaltation, and the fragile balance 
between political pragmatism and theological 
fidelity constitute a consistent leadership 
paradigm. This paradigm warns 
contemporary readers—especially within 
post-millennial Christian contexts—about the 
inherent dangers of conflating divine 
mandate with personal ambition or 
institutional power. It urges a return to the 
fundamental virtues of humility, obedience, 
and servant leadership as the true hallmarks 
of godly authority (Romans 12:3; Psalm 
75:6–8). 

In conclusion, the leadership of 
Gideon, while marked by remarkable divine 
empowerment and military success, 
ultimately embodies the complex struggles 
endemic to Old Testament leadership. His 
story offers a theologically rich, paradigmatic 
case for reflecting on how leaders might 
faithfully navigate the challenges of power, 
identity, and covenantal responsibility. As 
such, Gideon’s narrative invites an ongoing 
critical dialogue between biblical history and 
contemporary leadership praxis grounded in 
divine calling and spiritual integrity.   

The leadership of Gideon offers vital 
insights for contemporary church, societal, 
and organisational leaders, particularly 
concerning the tension between divine 
calling, human frailty, and the integrity of 
leadership roles. Gideon’s story exemplifies 
that effective leadership is not predicated on 
human strength, status, or numerical 
advantage, but rather on reliance upon God’s 
Spirit and faithful obedience to divine 
purpose. Modern leaders can draw from this 
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narrative the imperative to guard against the 
seductions of power, ambition, and the 
pragmatic compromises that risk 
undermining their vocational calling and the 
communities they serve. Gideon’s failure to 
maintain covenantal and theological 
integrity—manifested in his construction of 
the ephod and accumulation of wealth—
serves as a cautionary paradigm illustrating 
how the conflation of spiritual authority with 
political or personal gain may precipitate 
spiritual decline and communal 
fragmentation. Thus, contemporary 
leadership discourse benefits from 
recognising leadership as a sacred trust 
requiring continual self-examination, 
humility, and accountability within the 
framework of divine mandate. Practically, 
this demands cultivating leadership cultures 
that prioritise servant-heartedness, 
transparent stewardship, and the preservation 
of role integrity over institutional 
aggrandisement or self-interest. In doing so, 
leaders today are called not only to embody 
spiritual empowerment but also to resist the 
subtle encroachments of power that threaten 
to distort their vocation, thereby fostering 
communities marked by covenantal 
faithfulness, resilience, and holistic 
flourishing. 
 
Reframing Leadership from the Margins: 
Female Agency, Covenant Loyalty, and the 
Subversion of Patriarchy in the Book of 
Ruth 

The Book of Ruth presents a 
compelling and nuanced case for re-
evaluating leadership paradigms within the 
Old Testament, especially through a gender-
sensitive lens. While traditional exegetical 
approaches often emphasise divine 
providence and the legal institution of 
kinship redemption, a more critical and 
integrative reading reveals Ruth as an 
exemplar of female agency operating both 
within and subtly challenging the patriarchal 
structures of ancient Israelite society. This 
narrative situates Ruth not merely as a 
marginal figure but as a dynamic leader 
whose authority emerges from moral 

integrity, relational fidelity, and strategic 
perseverance, thereby complicating male-
centred models of leadership dominant in 
biblical texts. 

At the outset, Ruth’s social position is 
characterised by a triad of vulnerabilities: 
widowhood, economic destitution, and 
foreign origin as a Moabite ( תוּר ). This last 
identity, noted in Hebrew as ( מבואת ), 
symbolises her liminal status within Israelite 
religious and national identity, where 
Moabites were frequently viewed with 
suspicion or hostility. Ruth’s deliberate 
choice to forsake her native land and align 
herself with Naomi’s people and God, 
articulated in her renowned declaration 
“Where you go I will go, and where you stay 
I will stay” (Ruth 1:16–17), constitutes an 
intentional and profound act of self-
determination. This decision disrupts 
expectations of passive female dependence 
and ethnic exclusivity, demonstrating Ruth’s 
volitional agency in crossing social, ethnic, 
and religious boundaries. 

Throughout the narrative, Ruth’s 
steadfast loyalty, articulated through the 
Hebrew term דסח  (ḥesed), transcends 
personal devotion and emerges as a public 
ethic essential to communal restoration and 
covenantal faithfulness. Her labour in the 
fields (Ruth 2:2–3) and her measured, 
strategic engagement with Boaz in the 
levirate context illustrate a leadership style 
grounded in relational wisdom and ethical 
action. Unlike many male leaders whose 
authority often derives from military might, 
royal privilege, or prophetic anointing, 
Ruth’s influence is exercised through 
perseverance, integrity, and a profound sense 
of communal responsibility (Fewell & Gunn, 
2009; Trible, 2022). This presents a 
contrasting model of leadership rooted in 
character and communal interdependence 
rather than overt power or coercion. 

Significantly, Ruth’s leadership has 
far-reaching theological implications. Her 
role in perpetuating Elimelech’s lineage, 
culminating in her inclusion in the Davidic 
genealogy and thus the Messianic line 
(Matthew 1:5–6), affirms the redemptive 
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potency of leadership emerging from the 
periphery. Ruth’s marginalised social identity 
does not hinder but rather enables God’s 
salvific plan, underscoring a recurrent 
biblical theme that divine calling transcends 
social and ethnic boundaries (Frymer-
Kensky, 2004). This expands the 
conceptualisation of leadership beyond 
institutional or patriarchal confines, 
recognising the transformative potential of 
those often sidelined in historical narratives. 

Moreover, Ruth’s story functions as a 
subtle critique and subversion of patriarchal 
norms. Her voice is not silenced; her choices 
materially influence the narrative’s 
trajectory, and her moral character is publicly 
honoured by Boaz’s declaration of her as a 
"woman of noble character" ( ליח תשא ) (Ruth 
3:11). This designation underscores the 
leadership qualities attributed to her—
devotion, courage, and ethical fortitude—that 
contrast with the dominant male leadership 
models often based on hierarchy, militarism, 
or prophetic authority. Through Ruth, 
leadership is reframed as moral influence 
exercised through relational fidelity, 
compassion, and faithful action rather than 
domination or political control. 

Theologically, Ruth’s narrative 
anticipates broader biblical motifs of 
inclusion, grace, and the dismantling of 
social and ethnic hierarchies. It highlights 
that divine vocation may manifest through 
unexpected channels, including women, 
foreigners, and the socially marginalised, 
thereby challenging traditional theological 
frameworks that have often marginalised 
female agency in the formation of Israel’s 
covenantal history (Niditch, 1995; Sakenfeld, 
2012). Ruth’s story serves as a corrective to 
androcentric readings and invites 
contemporary reflection on the diverse ways 
leadership can be exercised in faith 
communities. 

In synthesis, the Book of Ruth 
provides a rich, coherent thematic 
contribution to the study of leadership in the 
Old Testament by intertwining female 
agency, covenantal loyalty, and the 
subversion of patriarchal power dynamics. It 

enriches our understanding by highlighting 
how leadership can be enacted through 
compassionate commitment and relational 
courage within constraining socio-cultural 
structures. This narrative calls modern 
readers to reconsider leadership as a 
multifaceted phenomenon that includes 
voices from the margins, thereby expanding 
the theological imagination and offering 
valuable insights for contemporary Christian 
praxis.  

The leadership exemplified by Ruth 
invites contemporary church, societal, and 
organisational leaders to reimagine 
leadership beyond traditional power-centric 
paradigms, embracing instead a model 
grounded in agency, relational loyalty, and 
ethical perseverance. Ruth’s narrative 
challenges prevailing patriarchal and 
hierarchical leadership structures by 
illustrating how transformative influence can 
emerge from marginalised identities through 
acts of faithfulness and strategic engagement 
within existing social constraints. Modern 
leaders may thus draw inspiration from 
Ruth’s embodiment of steadfast commitment 
(ḥesed) and cross-cultural solidarity, 
recognising that effective leadership often 
requires navigating and subverting 
entrenched norms while fostering inclusion 
and communal restoration. Practically, this 
entails cultivating leadership approaches that 
prioritise moral integrity, relational wisdom, 
and compassionate responsibility over 
coercion or authoritative dominance. 
Moreover, Ruth’s role in God’s salvific plan 
affirms the theological truth that divine 
calling transcends social boundaries, 
encouraging contemporary leaders to value 
diversity and empower voices traditionally 
sidelined in ecclesial and organisational 
contexts. Consequently, Ruth’s story offers a 
vital corrective to androcentric leadership 
models, urging faith communities and 
institutions to embrace multifaceted, 
inclusive leadership paradigms that reflect 
God’s redemptive purposes and foster 
holistic flourishing in complex and pluralistic 
settings. 
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Divine Sovereignty and Servant Leadership: 
The Theological Crisis of Power in David’s 
Census 

1 Chronicles 21 offers a theologically 
profound and complex portrayal of the 
interplay between David as Israel’s monarch 
and the people of Israel, designated by the 
Hebrew term qāhāl ( להָקָ )—a word signifying 
an “assembly” or “congregation” divinely 
summoned (J. Clinton McCann Jr, 2011). 
The qāhāl is not merely a socio-political 
entity but a covenantal community instituted 
by God’s promise to Abraham (Genesis 
17:7), entirely belonging to God and existing 
under His sovereign lordship. Therefore, the 
qāhāl represents a divinely constituted 
people, bound by fidelity to God’s will rather 
than any human ruler. 

David’s directive to conduct a census 
of Israel (1 Chronicles 21:1–17), 
superficially an administrative exercise, 
conceals a profound theological misstep. By 
ordering the numbering of the people, David 
implicitly assumed proprietary control over 
them, treating Israel as his possession rather 
than God’s. The chronicler emphatically 
asserts that the people belong to God, and 
David functions merely as an ʿeḇeḏ ( דבֶעֶ )—a 
servant appointed to govern on God’s behalf, 
not as an autonomous owner (1 Chronicles 
21:7). This theological framework is 
essential for understanding leadership within 
Israel’s theocratic monarchy, where human 
authority is fundamentally derivative and 
accountable to divine sovereignty. 

The narrative identifies Satan ( ןטָשָּׂ ) as 
the instigator who “stood up against Israel 
and incited David to number the people” (1 
Chronicles 21:1), framing the episode within 
the Old Testament cosmology of cosmic 
conflict between divine rule and rebellious 
forces (Walsh, 2010). David’s temptation 
parallels the primordial human desire for 
autonomy from God, as encapsulated in 
Eden’s original sin: the aspiration “to be like 
God” (Genesis 3:5). The census thus 
represents a presumptuous usurpation of 
divine prerogative, exposing David’s 
leadership to the spiritual dangers of pride 
and possessiveness. 

As God’s anointed king, David ought 
to have recognised that Israel’s true strength 
lay not in numbers or military capability, but 
in the presence and blessing of Yahweh. His 
decision, therefore, transcends administrative 
error and constitutes a theological failure—a 
misplaced reliance on human agency at the 
expense of divine providence (J. Clinton 
McCann Jr, 2011). In this regard, David 
neglects his vocation as ʿeḇeḏ, a servant-king 
whose authority is subordinate to God’s 
sovereign will. 

This episode underscores the 
foundational requirement of humility and 
total submission to divine sovereignty in 
legitimate leadership. David was called not to 
exercise domination but to serve a people 
who ultimately belong to God. His role 
resembles that of a steward in a divinely 
ordered polity, not an autonomous ruler 
exercising absolute power (Wilcock, 2021). 
Leadership, therefore, is a stewardship 
grounded in dependence on God rather than 
self-reliance or coercive control. 

The theological implications of this 
narrative find resonance in the model of 
leadership exemplified by Jesus Christ in the 
New Testament, who, despite possessing 
divine authority, “emptied himself” and 
assumed the form of a servant, embodying 
humility and self-sacrifice (Philippians 2:6–
8). Christ’s leadership paradigm stands as 
both a corrective and fulfilment of human 
leadership, offering an ideal that contrasts 
sharply with David’s failure. It emphasises 
servanthood over ambition and submission to 
God’s will over self-assertion. 

More broadly, David’s attempt to 
assert dominion over Israel reflects a 
perennial human tendency to challenge 
divine ownership and claim authority over 
what belongs to God alone (Psalm 95:3). 
This narrative serves as a theological 
reminder that all human authority is 
contingent, a divine endowment entrusted 
only to those who function as māšāl ( לשָׁמָ )—
stewards and representatives of God’s 
sovereign reign (Garland., 2006). 
Acknowledging God’s supreme authority is 
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indispensable to the integrity and legitimacy 
of leadership. 

Furthermore, the census episode 
symbolises a deeper failure to apprehend the 
covenantal nature of Israel’s identity and 
destiny. According to Old Testament 
theology, Israel belongs wholly to God, who 
alone determines its fate and security. Any 
attempt to exercise control over the people 
apart from divine sanction entails grave 
theological and historical consequences (J. 
Clinton McCann Jr, 2011). 

Taken together, 1 Chronicles 21 
invites readers to discern the profound 
spiritual and theological realities 
underpinning human leadership. The 
narrative affirms God’s absolute sovereignty 
and insists that even exalted leaders such as 
David remain accountable as servants under 
divine authority. Thus, this text transcends its 
historical context, offering enduring 
theological reflection on the delicate 
relationship between human agency and 
divine command within sacred leadership.  

The theological dimensions 
illuminated by the leadership of David in 1 
Chronicles 21 offer critical insights for 
contemporary church, societal, and 
organisational leaders regarding the tension 
between human authority and divine 
sovereignty. David’s failure in ordering the 
census serves as a poignant reminder that 
leadership legitimacy is contingent upon 
recognising that all authority ultimately 
belongs to God, and that human leaders 
function primarily as stewards or servants 
(ʿeḇeḏ), accountable to divine will rather than 
autonomous rulers. This narrative challenges 
modern leaders to resist the temptation of 
exercising control based on self-interest, 
pride, or numerical strength, emphasising 
instead humility, submission, and 
dependence on a transcendent source of 
authority. Such a stance counters prevalent 
leadership models prioritising self-assertion, 
autonomy, or coercive power, advocating a 
paradigm wherein leadership is exercised as 
faithful stewardship within a covenantal 
community analogous to the qāhāl. 
Moreover, David’s experience parallels the 

New Testament ideal embodied in Christ’s 
servant leadership, calling contemporary 
leaders to prioritise servanthood, ethical 
responsibility, and relational accountability 
over hierarchical domination. Practically, this 
entails fostering leadership cultures that 
recognise human limitations, promote ethical 
governance, and submit to transcendent 
principles that safeguard communal well-
being and integrity. Ultimately, this 
theological reflection invites leaders today to 
embody a leadership ethos that integrates 
divine sovereignty with human agency, 
thereby ensuring leadership that is both 
spiritually grounded and practically effective 
within faith communities and beyond. 
 
From Divine Empowerment to Prideful 
Downfall: The Theological-Critical 
Examination of Uzziah’s Leadership 

The figure of Uzziah ( וּהיָּזִּעֻ , 
‘Uzzîyāhū), whose name signifies “the 
strength of Yahweh” (Smith, 2001), 
embodies the complex interplay of divine 
empowerment and human agency within the 
Old Testament narrative of Judahite 
monarchy. As the ninth king of Judah and 
son of Amaziah and Jecoliah (2 Chronicles 
26:1), Uzziah’s reign—commencing at the 
youthful age of sixteen and spanning fifty-
two years—represents a significant epoch 
marked by both prosperity and eventual 
tragedy (Bright, 2000). His story offers a 
nuanced case study in biblical leadership, 
inviting reflection on the theological 
dynamics of divine favour, human ambition, 
and covenantal fidelity. 

At the outset, Uzziah’s reign is 
characterised by notable prosperity, 
evidenced by his adherence to the Lord’s 
statutes and pursuit of God (2 Chronicles 
26:4–5). This period reflects a positive 
correlation between divine blessing and 
faithful kingship, as the chronicler 
emphasises Uzziah’s commitment to “do 
what was right in the eyes of the Lord” 
(ibid). The mentorship of Zechariah ( היָרְכַזְ , 
Zeḵaryāh), a priest who instructed Uzziah in 
the fear of God, alongside his marriage to 
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Jerusha, daughter of priest Zadok, symbolises 
the intimate fusion of political power and 
religious legitimacy, a theme that recurs 
throughout the Deuteronomistic history 
(Smith, 2001). This integration underscores a 
broader theological motif in the Old 
Testament: that true leadership is inherently 
tied to covenantal obedience and divine 
instruction. 

Uzziah’s military and administrative 
achievements further illustrate his 
effectiveness as a ruler. His campaigns 
against neighbouring peoples—including the 
Philistines, Arabians, and Ammonites—
expanded Judah’s territorial influence and 
brought tribute, reflecting his capability in 
securing political stability and regional 
prominence (2 Chronicles 26:6–8). The 
construction of fortifications, watchtowers, 
wells, and the management of agricultural 
resources demonstrate a strategic vision that 
combined military prowess with economic 
development (2 Chronicles 26:9). Moreover, 
the sophisticated organisation of his army, 
comprising over 300,000 troops equipped 
with advanced weaponry and innovative war 
machines, signals a level of administrative 
and technological sophistication uncommon 
in the ancient Near East (2 Chronicles 26:11–
15; (Bright, 2000; Smith, 2001). 

Crucially, the narrative does not 
attribute Uzziah’s successes solely to human 
skill but consistently points to divine 
assistance as the ultimate source of his 
strength (2 Chronicles 26:15). Within the 
theological framework of the Old Testament, 
this success epitomises ḥesed ( דסֶחֶ ), God’s 
steadfast covenantal love, as expressed 
through the berîyth ( תירִבְּ ) with Abraham and 
David, which anticipates the coming of the 
Māšîaḥ (Wright, 2004). This theological 
perspective situates Uzziah’s reign within the 
grand narrative of salvation history, 
highlighting that earthly leadership is 
ultimately contingent on God’s sovereign 
favour and covenant faithfulness. 

Yet, the narrative arc culminates in a 
cautionary tale of pride and transgression. At 
the zenith of his power, Uzziah’s hubris 
(gā’ōh, ָּהאֹג ) precipitates a grave violation: his 

unauthorized entry into the temple to burn 
incense, a prerogative reserved strictly for the 
Aaronic priesthood (2 Chronicles 26:16–18). 
This act not only breaches the Torah’s 
explicit boundaries concerning sacred roles 
(Leviticus 16) but symbolises an illegitimate 
assertion of divine authority, thereby 
undermining the sacred order (Coogan, 
2006). Uzziah’s subsequent confrontation 
with Azariah and the priestly council, and his 
angry response, reveal the internalisation of 
pride as resistance to divine law rather than 
mere public arrogance (2 Chronicles 26:19). 

The irony implicit in Uzziah’s 
alternate name, Azariah ( היָרְזַעֲ , ‘Azaryāh, 
“Yah has helped”), accentuates his failure to 
recognise that his power derived not from 
himself but from Yahweh’s aid (2 Chronicles 
26:1). His punitive affliction with tsara‘at 
( תעַרַצָ ), a ritual impurity and physical disease, 
symbolises divine judgement and enforces 
his exclusion from the sanctuary, marking a 
dramatic reversal from divine favour to 
condemnation (2 Chronicles 26:20–21; 
Leviticus 13). This transition underscores a 
recurrent Old Testament theme: the 
inextricable link between obedience to divine 
covenant and legitimate leadership, where 
transgression invites both personal and 
national consequences. 

Historically and theologically, 
Uzziah’s downfall resonates beyond the 
personal to the social and cosmic realms. The 
association of his judgment with an 
earthquake recorded in prophetic texts (Amos 
1:1) and later historical reflections 
(Zechariah 14:5) suggests a conceptualisation 
of natural disasters as manifestations of 
divine displeasure with rulers who violate 
covenantal norms (Wright, 2020). Thus, the 
episode functions as a theological critique of 
power unchecked by humility and reverence, 
affirming the Old Testament’s overarching 
narrative that divine and social orders are 
mutually constitutive and vulnerable to 
human failure. 

While the preceding analysis focusses 
on the singular narrative of Uzziah, it is 
important to situate his story within the 
broader corpus of Old Testament leadership 
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narratives. Across diverse figures—such as 
Moses, David, and Hezekiah—there exists a 
persistent thematic structure whereby 
leadership is portrayed as contingent on 
divine election, covenant fidelity, and 
obedience to the Torah. The strength of these 
accounts lies in their integration of historical 
and theological dimensions, illustrating the 
paradox of human authority empowered yet 
limited by divine sovereignty. 

In contrast to some Old Testament 
leaders who demonstrate consistent 
faithfulness, Uzziah’s narrative embodies the 
tension between divine gifting and human 
fallibility. His initial successes and ultimate 
downfall exemplify the theological principle 
that leadership is a stewardship, accountable 
to God’s covenant and moral order. This 
dialectic enriches the biblical portrait of 
leadership as a dynamic interplay of grace 
and judgment, blessing and discipline. 

However, the present article’s 
discussion could benefit from a more explicit 
comparative framework that systematically 
connects such patterns across multiple 
leadership figures. A thematic synthesis 
integrating leadership qualities, covenantal 
obedience, and consequences of pride across 
narratives would sharpen the analysis, 
providing a coherent overarching argument 
rather than segmented case studies. Such a 
synthesis would clarify how Uzziah’s story 
exemplifies and deviates from broader 
biblical themes, thereby enhancing the 
critical theological understanding of Old 
Testament leadership. 

The narrative of Uzziah’s rise and 
downfall offers profound theological insight 
for contemporary leaders in ecclesial, 
societal, and organisational spheres. His early 
success—rooted in covenantal obedience and 
divine favour—highlights that effective 
leadership is not merely a matter of strategic 
competence, but of faithful alignment with 
transcendent moral and spiritual principles. 
Conversely, his eventual downfall, 
precipitated by prideful overreach and 
violation of sacred boundaries, serves as a 
cautionary tale against leadership unmoored 
from accountability. Uzziah’s story thus 

reminds modern leaders that authority is 
fundamentally a stewardship entrusted by a 
higher divine order, demanding continual 
humility, ethical self-examination, and 
respect for institutional constraints. Whether 
in the church or the public domain, this 
narrative underscores the importance of 
balancing empowerment with responsible 
submission to moral and theological norms. 
Integrating such theological perspectives into 
leadership praxis can enrich contemporary 
discourse by grounding it in a tradition that 
affirms both divine sovereignty and the 
integrity of communal structures. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 

This study has demonstrated that 
leadership in the Old Testament narrative is 
best understood as a dynamic and complex 
interplay between divine calling and the 
intrinsic crisis of power within the human 
condition. The theological foundation of 
leadership is rooted in the creation narrative, 
which affirms God’s sovereignty as the 
ultimate and legitimate source of authority. 
However, the human fall introduces 
distortion into leadership, resulting in a 
persistent tension and imbalance between 
divine authority and human exercise of 
power. 

The transformation of leadership is 
vividly exemplified in the narrative of Jacob, 
which portrays the theological struggle to 
embrace and faithfully enact divine vocation 
amid personal and relational conflicts. The 
account of the Waters of Meribah 
underscores the essential requirement of 
faithfulness to God’s holiness as a 
prerequisite for authentic leadership, as 
demonstrated in Moses’ experience. The 
leadership of Gideon and David further 
encapsulates the intricate tension between 
divine election, the legitimacy of human 
authority, and the necessity of submission to 
divine sovereignty. Conversely, the reign of 
King Uzziah serves as a cautionary 
theological reflection on the dangers of 
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power misappropriated and the neglect of 
divine mandate in leadership. 

In contemporary contexts, these 
findings offer critical insights into leadership 
as more than mere socio-political authority 
but as a profound spiritual responsibility that 
reflects the relationship between humanity 
and God. This theological-narrative approach 
provides a valuable framework for 
addressing modern leadership challenges 
marked by the tension between human 
ambition and spiritual accountability. 
Ultimately, it calls for the cultivation of 
leadership models that are not only effective 
but grounded in moral integrity and 
submission to divine will. 
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