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17 Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have 
to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. 
18 Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience, desiring to act honorably in all things.  19 I urge 
you the more earnestly to do this in order that I may be restored to you the sooner.  

Introduction 
 After his treatment of the striking fact that we have an altar from which those who serve the tent 
have no right to eat (Heb. 13.10-16), our author returns to the subject of pastoral care as if to say 
this: “in your daily feasting in worship from the new covenant altar, do not forget the local 
church, your worship there with the church family, and all that goes with submission to 
particular leaders in particular locations.” He already dealt with leadership issues in 13.7-9; the 
repetition highlights the significance of this topic. Therefore, it is important for us to consider the 
relationship God has appointed between pastor and flock. The emphasis is on your side of this 
equation; it is on your duty to submit to pastoral care, pointedly he says, Obey…and submit. By the 
command of Christ for the church in the time between His comings, great importance attaches to 
the subject of submission to pastoral care in very practical terms. Our text is mainly 13.17-19, 
but we have to read it within the flow of thought of this chapter as a whole to help us understand 
the tone of things regarding a subject that might make you bristle. The outline of the text reveals 
the duty of all Christians in relation to pastoral/shepherding care: submit to your pastor (17) and 
pray for your pastor (18-19).  
 
1A. Submit to your pastor (13.17) 
 The text is quite straightforward; you might be inclined to say, “sharp and prickly” 
because it not only returns to this theme already addressed in verses 7-9, but it has the dual 
language of obey and submit: Obey your leaders and submit to them (v. 17a). The use of the word 
“obey” runs counter to everything we learn in our culture about freedom’s ring, the importance 
of the individual, being independent, and doing your own thing. Our social context makes it 
difficult to grasp the command of Christ here and apply it meaningfully, just as this language is 
difficult for us in the context of God’s word on marriage in 1 Peter and Ephesians: Sarah obeyed 
Abraham, calling him lord (1 Pet. 3.6); 22 Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord.  23 For the husband is 
the head of the wife even as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its Savior.  24 Now as the church 
submits to Christ, so also wives should submit in everything to their husbands (Eph. 5.22-24).   
 It should remove apprehensions regarding the duty to submit when you remember that 
ultimately, the church submits to Christ (Eph. 5.24; so the Savoy Declaration (of the Congregational-
Independents, 1658) on church order, section 20: “As all believers are bound to join themselves to 
particular churches…so none are to be admitted…who do not submit themselves to the rule of Christ…”). It is 
submission to Christ that calls you to submission in home, workplace, and to your pastor: Obey 
your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. 
Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you. The spirit of 
submission should remove the bristling effect, especially in light of the following observations.  
 1) The duty of submission is concrete 
 It is concrete, personal, down to earth, and local because the obedience required by the 
Lord is to “your” leaders; the submission is “to them” (13.17).  In this concreteness, combined with 
the principle of good church order, you have the obligation of church membership in which the 
willing commitment of a lamb of Christ expresses commitment to the under-shepherd by 
appropriating the pastor to be “your” pastor/teacher/leader in a necessarily public (and thus 
orderly)  acknowledgment of that fact (hence: the covenant of church membership). 
 2) The duty of submission is solemn 
 It should be sobering for you to consider the ground the author gives for this down to 
earth (not ethereal) submission: for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an 
account. (17b). Your pastor watches over you spiritually. He has the job of watching over your 
health of soul, your spiritual health; he is not an MD but he is a doctor of the inner man of the 



 2
Christian heart. He has this job as one who will give an account to God for this special 
shepherding work under Christ the great shepherd. Notably, because the pastor keeps watch over 
your spiritual health as a person entrusted with that task by the Lord to whom he must answer, 
then your duty of submission to the pastor has a solemn character to it. If he must give an 
account for how he watches over you, then that means you must enter into his work on your 
behalf with a deep respect for the pastoral office and to submit yourself to pastoral care with due 
seriousness, not gravely with glum or sadness, but seriously with a deep sense of gravity that 
attaches to that office and your relation to it.   
 3) The duty of submission is purposeful 
 Two purposes are clear in 17c and 17d: Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that 
would be of no advantage to you. On one hand, there is a purpose here that focuses on the pastor: in 
your submission, you are to aim specifically at promoting the pastor’s joy. As the KJV has it, 
your goal in submitting will involve preventing the pastor from grief that he may carry on his 
work without grief. We all must go at times to the schoolhouse of grief and there are lessons we 
must learn there with much groaning (ESV). What the Lord commands here is that the flock, that 
you, submit to your pastor in such a way that your conduct avoids bringing him grief and 
promotes his joy in watching over your soul in the name of Christ (under the authority of Christ). 
 On the other hand, there is a purpose here that focuses on the flock on that which will be 
of … advantage to you because causing grief to the pastor is of no advantage to you (17d). You should 
submit mindful of the negative and positive consequences. Know that heart-felt obedience to the 
Lord in this matter of submission has good consequences for you instead of bad ones.  
 What can we say about preaching on such a topic in this way? This should be a joy for 
the pastor to preach! Well, it is somewhat difficult to preach on something that at first seems so 
lopsided toward the pastor’s happiness. Actually, for me, preaching on this topic arises from 
commitment to the authority of Christ speaking by the Spirit in this text. Furthermore, there is 
seriousness here because my work will be hindered if I become overwhelmed with grief; my joy 
is for your good and, to a great degree, it is in your hands; all of this is against the Final Day.  
 In this connection, you may recall our study of Christian hedonism and the emphasis it 
places on the pastor’s goal of seeking his happiness in serving. The claim is that if a pastor does 
not seek after his highest joy in serving his flock then he does not care for the flock properly ("a 
pastor who does not seek to do his work with joy does not care for his flock. Not to pursue our 
joy in ministry is not to pursue the profit of our people" (Desiring God, 225). Hebrews 13:17 is 
the supporting passage. However, if you read the text carefully, you will notice that nowhere is 
the pastor directed to pursue his joy in serving (let alone a maximal/hedonistic joy). As a matter 
of fact, the joy of the pastor is left in the hands of the flock; it is left in your hands. That may be 
risky but the pastor serves the flock not for the joy he can get but for the benefit he can give. The 
risk is that the flock may be ornery and bring the pastor much grief. He serves nonetheless. His 
pleasure is not the standard of his service. He is not told to seek his joy in serving in this text. 
That he leaves in the hands of the flock and, by faith, in the hands of God. In the bigger picture, 
it seems to me that instead of serving for the joy of it, this text directs us in the opposite 
direction. Serving is encouraged in pastoral labors by the joy the flock gives to the pastor. When 
churches encourage their pastors by making their work joyful, that brings advantage to all. Your 
good, your profit, your benefit in the things of God and in health of soul is joined to how you 
submit concretely, seriously, and purposefully to your pastor to help him help you. The single 
most helpful way you can do this is by concretely, seriously, and purposely taking on a spirit of 
cooperation with the pastor in all that he does for you in the work of gospel ministry.  
  
2A. Pray for your pastor (13.18-19) [truly a bite from the same apple of submission] 
 The pastor to the Hebrews says, 18 Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience, 
desiring to act honorably in all things.  19 I urge you the more earnestly to do this in order that I may be restored to you 
the sooner (13.18-19).  You will recall that the core duties of the pastor are the ministry of the 
word and prayer. Thus, it should not be a surprise to discover that the core duties of the flock are 
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receiving the ministry of the word and receiving pastoral care prayerfully. Prayer along with 
submission implies duties of the leaders and a bond that ought to exist between shepherd and 
sheep. 
 The key question here has to do with how this historically riveted call to prayer relates to 
us. How do we move from the experiences of that pastor and those Christians in their historical 
context to our experiences and to guidelines for us regarding prayer? In general the answer 
begins with the fact that readers today are in the same historical-redemptive time, the time 
between the comings of Christ, with the readers of yesterday. We are one with them in living 
under the Lordship of the risen, ascended, and exalted Sabbath king, Jesus our Lord. In that 
broad context, we can see parallels from then and there to here and now regarding the pastor’s 
work, his conscience, his conduct, and his hindrances.  
 1) Pray with regard to the pastor’s work 
 The author simply begins with the call to Pray for us (13.18a) without any particular 
guidance on how to do so. Reading both verses here on prayer, there is no direction for this 
praying. So, you have to look to the general flow of thought and the issues of pastoral care to 
find the core content of your praying. The core emerges in the duties of the pastor that float in 
the backdrop of the emphasis on submission. That means that you will pray for God’s blessing 
on his work of public preaching and private ministering. It must include petition for wisdom in 
his leading and willingness of the flock in following. Your prayer will include your own 
commitment of submission to your pastor as expressive of your commitment to your Lord.   
 2) Pray with regard to the pastor’s conscience 
 The pastor of record grounds the call to prayer in the affirmation of a clear conscience: 
Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience (13.18b). He reveals that loyalty to conscience 
is a major responsibility of pastors; it is part and parcel of their spirituality. Thus, you learn the 
importance of praying with regard to your pastor’s conscience, namely, that the Lord will bless 
him with a sensitive conscience that is rightly informed by a good understanding of Holy 
Scripture. There is the suggestion here that this is a pitfall for pastors; they may become weak 
instead of strong in conscience regarding their work in light of the Day of Judgment.  
 3) Pray with regard to the pastor’s conduct 
 On this point, attention goes from the inner life to its outward expressions. Pointedly, the 
call to prayer is a call to ask the Lord to develop this kind of desire in the pastor, the passionate 
desire to act honorably in all things (13.18c). Ask the Lord to bless the pastor in the totality of his life 
that as he walks about he will reek with the sweet smelling aroma of the things of God. May his 
life be characterized by a growing and deepening desire to honor the Lord Jesus Christ in all 
things.  
 4) Pray with regard to the pastor’s hindrances 
 For the writer, something prevented him from his work with his flock; there were barriers 
and hindrances, perhaps, imprisonment. So, he earnestly urges the church to pray for restoration 
by the removal of the distance, the barriers, and the hindrances: I urge you the more earnestly to do this 
in order that I may be restored to you the sooner (13.19). When the hindrances are overcome, his 
relationship to the flock and his work on its behalf will be restored. It is fair to say that there are 
many things, some of them subtle, that may break the bond of shepherd and flock. Pray that that 
bond will be resilient. In other words, help your pastor by your prayers; help me by your prayers 
in regard to my work, my conscience, my conduct, and my hindrances that the work of pastoral 
care may move ever forward in honor to our Lord Jesus Christ who suffered outside the gate for 
our forward movement in sanctification (13.12).  
  
Concluding applications (key words: caution, reasonableness, OMH, grief, & opportunity) 
 1) Word of caution 
 We can take any unqualified command to submit (children to parents, wives to husbands) 
and violate the spirit of the command by seeking loopholes by which to avoid the responsibility 
to submit. We have just such a command here regarding the relationship of flock to pastor: Obey 
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your leaders and submit to them. We all need a word of caution here because the lack of submission 
involves the sin of autonomy; moreover, closed-mindedness and autonomy are bedfellows. 
 2) Reasonableness 
 Of course, this does not give the pastor a blank check to do whatever and make whatever 
demands he wishes to make of you. His work must be wise and reasonable; you are to follow 
him as he follows the Lord, so, you must follow him by willingly opening the Bible according to 
the pastor’s leadership and you must do so with all your heart and mind fixed on the Lord.  
 3) OMH (open-minded humility)  
 Submission means that you practice the cluster of graces we label OMH, open-minded-
humility. You do so with your minds engaged; you are not to be so open-minded that your brains 
fall out! Consequently, you engage the word of God with the help of your pastor and you help 
your pastor help you learn the word and apply it to your life. To be sure, Christians must obey 
God rather than men if the pastor is asking them to do something sinful. Nonetheless, the Lord 
commands submission to the pastor in an unqualified way. Simply put, submission involves 
respectful courtesies that help the pastor do his work. Vital is the spirit of willing and humble 
cooperation that you display when the pastor seeks to fellowship with you in the things of God.  
 Open discussion of all things in a reasonable way with open-minded humility is a great 
good for at least three reasons. a) It pleases Christ that we so interact with one another as His 
brothers and sisters. b) It will build mutual understanding and respect, even if there are 
differences that are never resolved this side of glory. c) Because of the command of Christ, we 
can be sure that by obedience in striving toward the goal of likemindedness (leaving nothing off 
the table) we will in fact make progress in the right direction. You always have hope. Without 
hope, there is emptiness and discouragement. You ought to expect the Holy Spirit to be your 
teacher in the use of the means that He has appointed. Otherwise, you only have disadvantages 
(Heb 13.17), and you miss out on precious opportunities (Eph 5.18-21).  
 To practice this cluster of Christian graces, to be open and not close-minded, you must be 
willing to enter conversation with me and the family of brothers and sisters on the things of God. 
That is the way of meditation that includes sounding out our thoughts with one another so that the 
words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart [will] be acceptable in your sight, O LORD, my rock and my 
redeemer (Ps. 19.14).  
 4) Grief 
 Remember, the cause of grief in relation to leadership in the home and church is not the 
fact that we may see things differently. No, the cause of grief at its root is lack of submission to 
the process of one anothering conversation on the whole counsel of God. The tone of giving and 
receiving pastoral care on touchy issues is simply this: arguing is good; people quarrel when they 
do not know how to argue. 
 5) Opportunity 
 As Christ’s local church, we have the responsibility and yes, the opportunity to display 
willing submission and wise leadership. It is a challenge, but what better challenge is there in 
life, than to walk worthy of the gospel of Christ? What better challenge is there than to strive for 
likemindedness, to strife “side by side for the faith of the gospel” (Phil. 1.27)? I thank you 
church family for doing this with me, so charitably and kindly as you do. As you continue to do 
so, I can only rejoice with great joy. In this way, we walk worthy of the gospel of Christ, and on 
this path, we prove that we are disciples of the risen Lord by the love that we show in how we go 
about learning of Him from one another (cf. Jn 13.35).  
 

May we fall down before the majesty of Jesus Christ the great shepherd of the sheep; may the Holy 
Spirit enable us to overcome the sin of autonomy that causes us to cringe at the thought of 
submission to authority; may we experience the communion of the Spirit and the communion of the 
saints by His blessing to see our sins and turn away from them, to the honor of our Father in heaven, 
through our Lord Jesus, amen.  


