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Abstract

African Christian leadership has been blurred by a number of unchristian traits, such as self-
centredness, self-glorification, lack of accountability and ineffectiveness. There is an urgent
need for remnant Christian leaders to exemplify Christ-like leadership for incumbent and
upcoming leaders, so that we can learn from them. While considerable scholarship has
examined leadership abuses in African Pentecostalism, limited attention has, however, been
given to positive models of leadership sustainability rooted in mentorship and followership.
This article addresses that gap through an examination of the leadership legacy of
nonagenarian Doctor Daniel Simon Billy Lephoko, popularly known in his ecclesial spheres of
influence as Brother Dan, one of the notable contemporary Christian leaders who demonstrate
other-centred leadership in South Africa. Although limited to Lephoko and the South African
context, lessons from this case study are highly applicable across the world. It employed
purposively sampled in-depth interviews and a qualitative literature review. It found that
leading by following others is a sustainable and transformational leadership type, which is
drawn from the model of Paul, who taught his followers to follow him as he followed Jesus
Christ (1 Corinthians 11:1). Lephoko demonstrates this kind of leadership by following his
mentor, the late Nicholas Bhekinkosi Hepworth Bhengu, who was one of the legendary
pioneers of transformational Pentecostalism in Africa. All in all, leadership by followership can
sustain and transform Christian leadership, the Church and society, beyond personalities.
Emulating the example of Lephoko can advance stewardship, servanthood and integral
mission to achieve inclusive transformation in all spheres of clerical leaders’ influence in
society.
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Introduction

Across the world, Christian leadership, especially in Pentecostalism, has been compromised
by multifarious human flaws, such as selfishness, pride, lack of accountability and indifference.
According to Tagwirei (2024a), most mega-Pentecostal churches in Southern Africa are
characterised by centralised authoritarian leadership, showmanship, congregational
manipulation and exploitation, all at the expense of gullible believers. “Most leaders within the
church have mislaid their integrity, spirituality, transparency, and even their faith in God”
(Funga & Joseph, 2023, p. 353). Mapenzauswa (2020) reports about prophetic Church leaders
who prey on Africans, and Taru (2024) says that such prophetic ecclesial leaders are
increasing with the rise in authoritarian church governance structures that are built around
their founding prophets, who seem to have unchecked influence in society.

Considering that such leadership serves leaders at the expense of followers, this article draws
lessons from Doctor Daniel Simon Billy Lephoko, who showcases steward leadership by
followership in South Africa. It starts by defining Christian leadership, and the following
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sections provide a biography of Lephoko, historicises his leadership and reviews his
followership, thereby depicting lessons for contemporary Christian leaders.

Research Design and Methodology

This paper is a qualitative case study of Lephoko’s leadership by followership. It is based on
in-depth interviews and complemented by literature review. A case study is a research
approach used to generate an in-depth understanding of a real-life contemporary issue or
phenomenon (Coombs, 2022). A case study was considered because it gathers, scrutinises,
interprets and uncovers macro and micro issues that that large-scale studies would miss
(Barbour, 2014; Flick 2014, p. 122). The researcher agrees with Bunkar et al. (2024, pp. 69—
70) that a case study “is very useful for examining intricate, context-dependent, and
multidimensional phenomena”. Thus, it begets contextual understanding, enhances
interdisciplinary research, theory development, in-depth exploration and leads to rich and
detailed data.

Focusing on one person from his lived context, this researcher purposively sampled and
interviewed Lephoko, whose leadership is the focus of this study, University of Pretoria
librarian who assisted him throughout his Master’s, PhD and postdoctoral research, one of his
closest aides, two pastors and two elders who have known, worked with and benefited from
his life, leadership and ministry. Purposive sampling was employed because it engages
strategically positioned and well-informed people. In this case, purposively sampled
informants shared enlightening, relevant and empowering information about Lephoko’s model
of leadership by followership. All interviews were conducted through email.

The researcher used a descriptive and interpretive data analysis approach by categorising
emailed responses, describing, thematically analysing, interpreting and presenting their
meanings. To complement information from interviewees, a literature review was employed to
find and engage with what has been covered by other scholars, as well as gaps that are in
need of scholarly attention. According to Mukherjee (2025), a literature review can identify and
address real-world gaps and problems. As revealed by one of the following sections about
reviewing and redefining Christian leadership in Africa, this researcher reviewed relevant
published academic and non-academic publications that are related to African Christian
leadership. Consequently, the researcher identified a trend of growing selfish leadership in
African Christianities and addressed an acute need for transformational models.

Thus, this submission is crucial because it presents lived transformative leadership lessons
from a lived model. The following subsection presents the theoretical framework upon which
this paper is based.

Theoretical Framework: Transformational Leadership

This paper is inspired by and based on transformational leadership. Transformational
leadership theory was originally developed by an American political scientist, James
MacGregor Burns, in the late 1970s. Burns (1978) explains that transformational leadership
explores, identifies and addresses the critical needs of followers and their communities. “First,
leaders and followers need to have a relationship built on mutual needs, aspirations, and
values beyond brute power” (Eaton et al., 2024, p. 130). Overall, Burns (1978) proposes that
transformational leadership dismisses titles and force and shares responsibilities to solve
common problems.

Eaton et al. (2024) explain that transformational leadership involves visionaries who
appreciate, value, enlighten, empower and work with their followers to identify and address
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their issues. Thus, transformational leadership is a people-focused approach to leadership
that focuses on motivating, nurturing, developing and promoting selfless and inclusive
capacity building, identifying and addressing problems and enhancing holistic sustainability.
According to Deng et al. (2023, p. 632), “transformational leadership has been found to have
a positive impact on numerous important outcomes ... such as organisational citizenship
behaviours, extra effort, employee or work engagement, trust in the manager, higher leader-
member exchange”. Christian et al. (2022, p. 53) argues that, “compared to transactional
leadership that emphasizes reward and punishment, transformational leadership style has
focused more on the inner development of the followers”.

Predominantly, transformational leadership stimulates the capacities of followers, to serve with
leaders effectively to achieve inclusive development. Christian et al. (2022, p. 53) states that
“Christian transformational leadership emphasizes God as the source of transformation and
perceive the ability of the Christian leader to transform the people as a horizontal expression
of God’s transformative power experienced by the Christian leader”. So, leaders who are
transformed can, and should transform, or facilitate the transformation of their followers and
communities.

Bass (2008) summarises the major factors that characterise transformational leadership as
idealised influence, which prioritises leadership vision, integrity, accountability and
capabilities, as central to followership connection and support, inspirational engagement,
intellectual capacity building for critical thinking, problem-solving and sustainable cooperation,
as well as individual freewill consideration, by which followers accept, follow and serve a
shared vision, mission and values. In light of this, this paper reviews and redefines Christian
leadership in Africa, and locates the need for the transformative leadership that Lephoko
exemplifies.

Reviewing and Redefining Christian Leadership in Africa

Globally, and across Africa, Christian leadership has been entangled in a variety of flaws, such
as syncretism, corruption and conquest, retention and abuse of power and followers, which
spoil the reputation of churches (Tagwirei, 2024b:209). Boladale (2026, p. 126) argues that
“Africa continues to experience significant leadership deficits that hinder its political stability,
economic development, and social transformation”. Onyeije (2025) talks of prevailing power
struggles blurring the image of African ecclesiological leadership.

Tagwirei (2024, p. 206) reports that “most problematically, countless Christian leaders have
been the subjects of disturbing controversies, and they age and die without having prepared
people to succeed them”. Mapenzauswa (2020) recounts that some Church leaders prey on
their followers for selfish sexual and financial satisfaction. Tagwirei (2023) reports that
increasing numbers of neo-Pentecostal churches prefer authoritarian leadership styles over
Christian servanthood, mainly to serve themselves instead of serving others.

Mashau and Kgatle (2019) write that greedy prosperity-preaching ecclesial leaders are rising
and enriching themselves at the expense of the poor in Africa. Visser (2021, p. 3) reports that
Africa has prophets, apostles and pastors “that practice spiritual witchcraft in their
congregation for the sole purpose of obtaining fame, fortune and seeking notoriety while
gaining control over their followers”. The identity of Christian leadership has also changed,
from Christ-like, selfless servanthood to leadership that is selfish, centred on the
founder/leader, corrupt, nepotistic, dynastic, hypocritical and characterised by unaccountable
power that is used for self-enrichment and attaining influence.

According to Visser, “Neo-Pentecostalism/Charismatics revolves around personalities. It is
championed by dissenters, often from mainline churches, who believe that their spiritual gifts
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are choked by rigid structures of ecclesiastical authority” (2021, p. 12). Tagwirei (2024b, p.
209) recounts that “African Christian leaders are involved in deep-rooted and multi-layered
social, cultural, religious, financial and political crises”; furthermore, several leaders of mega-
churches have been entangled in sexual scandals. Although the allegations may not be wholly
true, the fact that increasing numbers of Church leaders are accused of preying on their
followers for selfish sexual and financial satisfaction is cause for concern (Tagwirei, 2024b, p.
209).

In spite of facing challenges caused by these and other problems, the majority of African
ecclesial leaders cling to their positions until death, for reasons related to selfish economic
security and other desires. “Some leaders, who decide to prepare their successors to take
over, prefer to appoint family members or close friends or followers, to secure their influence
and financial and material benefits” (Tagwirei, 2024b, p. 209). This trend tarnishes the image
and blurs the meaning of Christian leadership in and beyond African ecclesiology and
leadership.

Furthermore, some Church and related Christian leaders, especially those of neo-Pentecostal
churches, prefer applying authoritarian leadership styles over Christian servanthood, mainly
so they can serve themselves instead of serving others. Given this trend, the meaning of
Christian leadership must be redefined; there is a need to review what Christian leadership
means, and what it is characterised by. The necessity of this investigation is, furthermore,
confirmed by Stauffacher's (2013) observation that African Christian leadership is fraught with
poor spiritual formation and an overwhelming and domineering hunger for power and
hypocrisy.

Yet, Christian leadership is universally understood as an integrally transformational ministry
of serving mankind with and through Jesus Christ’'s mission of accomplishing missio Dei in
and by their lives and the cosmos. Overall, Christian leadership is made Christian by
submitting to the principles and conduct of Jesus Christ as is well-documented by the Bible
(Tagwirei, 2023, p. 3).

Biblically, Christian leadership means leading others while following Jesus Christ. This is
affirmed by Paul, who declared, “Follow me as | follow Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1).
Additionally, John 13:1-17 heralds Jesus Christ's model of leadership, that of serving others
as exemplified by his washing of his disciples’ feet.

For Hanna, “Christian leadership is the influence of the Holy Spirit, the dynamic, relational,
partnership process, the implementation of servant leadership, the necessity of a partnership
to achieve a common goal” (2006, p. 22). Thus, Christian leadership should be God-led,
Christ-centred, Holy Spirit-inspired and biblical. Correspondingly, for this submission,
Christian leadership is described as leading by following others (following God, and leaders
that served well before us), with humility and selfless service, for the advancement of opus
Dei, integral mission and the inclusive transformation of humanity, as it was exemplified by
Jesus Christ; hence, the need to draw lessons from living examples of such leadership, such
as that of Lephoko.
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Who is Dan Lephoko?

Figure 1: Dr Dan Lephoko (standing), introducing Dr Kimion Tagwirei (seated), when Tagwirei
was a guest speaker at the relaunch of Christian Writers Association at Assemblies of God
Back to God (AOG BTG) Church, Thlabane Assembly, in Rustenburg, South Africa, on 15
October 2022 (Source — AOG BTG elder)

Daniel Simon Billy Lephoko (whose picture is given as Figure 1, with this author — for readers
to know, because this paper is about him) is known to his family and in denominational,
ecumenical and social circles by a simple identity, bro’ Dan (meaning Brother Dan), which
depicts his accessibility and humility. Lephoko is a South African nonagenarian Pentecostal
Christian leader who was born on 30 September 1930 in Mpumalanga province. As a former
vice chairman of the South African National Association of Special Education, which looks
after educational and related advocacy interests of all disabilities in South Africa, Lephoko is
an academic and founding executive director of Leadership Focus, a private institute that
trains Church leaders in association with the University of Pretoria, and Children on the Move,
a non-governmental organisation that enlightens and empowers youth to withstand health and
socio-economic problems in South Africa.

Lephoko is passionate about and active in ecclesial leadership and academic development.
According to Lephoko’s biography, he holds a Baccalaureus luris (Legal) degree from the
University of South Africa (UNISA). He also holds MPhil (Applied Theology) and MA
(Theology), both with distinction, and obtained his PhD (Theology) at 80 years of age. All three
degrees were awarded by the University of Pretoria. He also completed a Management
Advanced Programme from Wits Business School and a Senior Management Development
Programme from the University of Pretoria, Graduate School of Management — now Gordon
Institute of Business Science. Dr Dan also received leadership training from Leadership
Dynamics in Atlanta, Georgia, United States (Lephoko, 2018, p. xviii).

Moreover, Lephoko serves as an associate research fellow in the Department of Religious
Studies and Missiology at the University of Pretoria. He is a member of the editorial board of
the African Journal of Pentecostal Studies (AJOPS) and his research work on Nicholas
Bhengu is archived at the University of Pretoria. Lephoko has served as a credentialed pastor
with the Assemblies of God and initiated the Nicholas Bhengu Seminary.

In a telephone conversation with this author in mid-January 2026, Lephoko recounted that he
has also worked as the national director at Life Ministry (Campus Crusade for Christ
International), was a former chairperson of Evangelical Fellowship of South Africa, and a
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former deputy chairperson of South African National Association for Specialised Education.
On Lephoko’s Leadership Focus website, he says that “my passion for capacity development
through Leadership Focus and my calling in children ministry have propelled me to dive deep
into research, and look at those who were able to teach us about the right way to serve our
communities” (Lephoko, n.d.).

Lephoko’s selfless and transformative approach to leadership is expressed in his presentation
of talks, lectures and sermons, and research, writing and publishing about Christian leadership
and ecclesiastic and transformative issues. Against all odds, in addition to a scholarly book
titted Nicholas Bhekinkosi Hepworth Bhengu’s Lasting Legacy (2018), Lephoko has, to date,
published a number of papers, including ‘Bhengu’s Decolonisation Vision of the Gospel in
South Africa: An Analysis of the National Church’, which “challenges African leaders (political,
church), educators and business people to work for spiritual and socio-economic freedom in
the development of Africa” (Lephoko, 2025a, p. 9), and “Prosperity Theology Versus Theology
of Sharing Approach”, which “addresses the positive features of prosperity teachers’ beliefs
and methods as well as how they exploit the dreams, fears, and aspirations of people living in
poverty” (Lephoko, 2024, p. 1). Furthermore, Lephoko published a paper about women
empowerment for collective community socio-economic development in South Africa, in which
he calls on leaders of the Church, state and society to “create space for women to play
significant leadership roles in evangelism and socio-economic development” (Lephoko,
2025b, p. 5).

Reviewing the Leadership Focus of Lephoko

After learning from Bhengu, who was the pioneer of Assemblies of God Back to God (AOG
BTG) movement, Lephoko was inspired to establish a leadership institute to develop leaders
for the Church and society. Lephoko founded Leadership Focus in 1989, and registered it
formally in South Africa in 1996. Leadership Focus is “a continental leadership development
organization of choice, constantly shaping future leaders ... to provide innovative people-
centred leadership training programs to diverse stakeholders in the public, private sectors and
Church who are empowered, inspired and motivated to empower others” (Lephoko, 2022). In
affirming its founder’s Christian leadership principles, Leadership Focus values integrity,
servant leadership, excellence, innovation, creativity and diversity and offers various training
courses on topics such as leadership assessment and development, managing diversity and
intercultural communication, transformational leadership, project management, trust and team
building (Lephoko, 2022).

In addition, Leadership Focus “also offers special modules for religious groups such as
Christian Education and leadership (structured course for which successful students receive
certificates from the University of Pretoria)” (Lephoko, 2025b, p. 5). Overall, Leadership Focus
seeks to develop transformational leadership to empower Church, Para-Church, other
Christian organisations, as well as state, private and social organisations. According to
Lephoko, Leadership Focus has trained and continues to train leaders from the Church,
business, government and non-governmental sectors. So far, it has “trained about 5 000 from
more than 25 denominations and African Initiated Churches in Gauteng, North West, Limpopo,
Eastern Cape, KZN, Mpumalanga and Neighbouring Countries” (2022, p. 6). To complement
training, Lephoko established a Christian Writers Association that facilitates research and
development for Christian leaders.

The teaching, research and development that has been facilitated through Leadership Focus
enhances the four important, core leadership competencies listed by Malphurs and Mancini
(2004), namely being, knowing, doing and feeling. Tagwirei (2024) explains that: “the first
competency, ‘being’, deals with the development of a Christ-like character through biblical
teaching, learning and grounding ... The competency of knowing attends to developing the
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knowledge of a leader in line with their respective positions ... The doing competency focuses
on the development of practical abilities, such as strategic planning, teaching, preaching,
mentoring and managing conflicts and peace. The final competency of the framework is
feeling, which refers mainly to personal and other-centred emotional awareness and
management” (2024b:208).

The four competencies are critical for African Pentecostalism today, considering that “in
Southern Africa in recent years, the governance and ecclesiologies of mega-Pentecostal
churches have been drifting away from upholding collective and complementary fivefold
ministries to individualistic and selfish five-in-one ministries” (Tagwirei, 2024a, p. 1). Thus,
Lephoko should be appreciated for facilitating leadership development, and his leadership
focus should inspire upcoming generations of ecclesial leaders, scholars and students of
theology to follow his example, identify gaps and contribute what they can towards filling them
up for collective transformation.

‘The Future is Young’: Advancing Children’s Ministry with Lephoko

Considering that leaders age and eventually lose energy and capacity to continue leading,
and die, Lephoko founded Children on the Move, non-governmental organisation in 2000 to
inform and empower young people with life skills to curb socio-economic, health and related
problems that can ruin their lives and incapacitate them from taking up leading roles in the
Church, state and society. “We strive to be the most effective NGO in South Africa and in the
Region, that contributes to better life and better future for all vulnerable groups” (Lephoko,
n.d.). In a telephone interview with this author on 31 March 2026, Lephoko clarified that:

“l envisioned and established Children on the Move to provide psycho-social and spiritual
support to orphans, vulnerable children, and economic independence to unemployed youths
in South Africa. My idea was to set an example that leaders can help young to help themselves
by enlightening and empowering them with sustainable knowledge and skills.”

Through Children on the Move, Lephoko has since 2000 facilitated workshops in Pretoria and
various other areas in South Africa, to identify problems that youths face in their lives, and has
mobilised human, material and financial resources to educate and equip youth on
sustainability and transformation. Through Children on the Move,

‘I organised workshops, facilitated self-sustaining life skills such as computer literacy,
counselling, basic business management and livelihoods project development while visiting
the needy, providing food and coordinating students of social work from some of our local
universities to practise and help us in identifying and addressing issues affecting our societies”
(Lephoko, telephone interview, 31 March 2026).

It is clear that the work of Lephoko, through Children on the Move, advances the integral
mission of the Church, namely to apply the gospel to address all spiritual, political,
environmental and socio-economic aspects of life. If Christian leaders exemplify and lead
others to live out the word of God, as commanded by James 1:22, and influence and transform
society, like salt and light (Mathew 5:13-16), young people can, in turn, be transformed,
sustained and inspired to transform and sustain next generations.

Leading by Following Others: An Exclusive Conversation with Lephoko

Paul says, “follow me as | follow Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1); therefore, leading others by
following Jesus Christ and submitting to the teachings of preceding leaders demonstrate
accountable, responsible and sustainable leadership. Drawing from a Pauline theology of
leadership, Lephoko exhibits Christlikeness by following the leadership and ministry of the late
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Nicholas Hepworth Bhekinkosi Bhengu, starting in the 1950s. With the help of James Mullan,
who was among the white missionaries who had planted Assemblies of God (AOG) in South
Africa in 1908, Bhengu established an indigenous Assemblies of God movement for Black
people, which was codenamed AOG BTG (Lephoko, 2010). When the AOG BTG movement
spread across South Africa, Lephoko joined, and was eventually ordained by Bhengu as an
elder in 1952. Lephoko received direct discipleship and mentorship from Bhengu, and
appreciated and followed his teachings beyond the life of Bhengu. In an interview, Lephoko
clarified that he never served an assembly as a pastor, but “did various pastoral work through
preaching, teaching, counselling and related pastoral services” (Lephoko, telephone interview,
5 January 2026). Besides following Bhengu in word, Lephoko demonstrated his followership
through ecumenical fellowship, researching, writing and publishing books and papers, as well
as presenting papers about Bhengu’s life, leadership and ministry.

“I have also interacted with, and learnt a lot from leaders of other denominations and Christian
organisations. While we may have our differences, | have learnt to respect and learn from
leaders of other churches and organisations. Church leaders and their different churches must
work together through their ecumenical bodies to promote sound theological education and
mentorship for transformational leadership and ecclesiology” (Lephoko, telephone interview,
31 March 2026).

A librarian and information specialist at the University of Pretoria, Christine Nel, who has
assisted Lephoko with his scholarly research on Bhengu and leadership since 2014,
commented that she realised “how driven and committed Dr Lephoko is in pursuing his work,
preserving and amplifying Bhengu’s legacy through academic excellence and accessible
scholarship”. Nel confirmed that Lephoko wrote a Master’s dissertation with the title “The Role
of the Assemblies of God in the Socio-Religious Context of South Africa” (2006), a PhD thesis
on “Nicholas Bhekinkosi Hepworth Bhengu'’s Lasting Legacy: A Study of the Life and Work of
One of Africa’s Greatest Pioneers” (2010) and a monograph titled “Nicholas Bhekinkosi
Hepworth Bhengu’s Lasting Legacy: World’s Best Black Soul Crusader” (2018), all of which
are preserved in the University of Pretoria’s Special Collections (Nel, telephone interview,
9 January 2026).

In a telephone interview on 31 March 2026, Lephoko said that: “I have observed that
giftedness is problematic in Christian leadership. When some of us realise that they are gifted,
attracting and gathering many followers, they begin to think that they are self-sufficient, that
they do not need anyone to teach them anything. They develop pride, and start thinking that
they do not need mentoring. That is very dangerous.”

By understanding the importance of followership in Christian leadership, Lephoko followed
Bhengu beyond Bhengu’s grave, by following and teaching others about the selfless and
transformational leadership and ministry of Bhengu, while researching, writing and publishing
on the same focus. Lephoko followed Bhengu and taught others to follow Jesus Christ and
their mentors, and says that he regrets that Pentecostal ecclesiology and leadership in Africa
does not show serious and consistent commitment to sound theological training.

“Our Pentecostal leadership and churches do not really show serious and consistent
commitment to sound theological training. | know that we have our church seminaries and
theological colleges, but we do not resource them consistently. Our theological training
institutions lack human, financial and material resources. This is why you find that the majority
of our faculty are part timers, and very few students. We lack resources, and consistent
support to build the capacities of our training, hence our leadership remains substandard”
(Lephoko, telephone interview, 31 March 2026).

Furthermore, Lephoko lamented that Pentecostal leadership is problematized by mixed
hermeneutics and theologies. “Our church constitutions, for example, that of Assemblies of
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God [Back to God], does not compel anyone to get theological training before deployment.
Our constitution just says those who apply for ministry are encouraged to pursue theological
training” (Telephone interview, 31 March 2026). Consequently, some leaders enter and
remain in ministry for a long time, without undergoing theological training, “leading as they
like” (Lephoko, Telephone interview, 31 March 2026).

“Of course, some of our leaders and members value training, but realise that our own schools
are poorly resourced and [they] enrol with seminaries and colleges of other denominations
where they get different hermeneutics and theologies. So | am not surprised to encounter
pastor-centred, or related selfish and worldly leadership in church. Until we appreciate sound
theological training, and lifelong mentorship, we will continue having flawed leadership
(Lephoko, telephone interview” 31 March 2026).

Lessons from Lephoko’s Legacy

In realising that contemporary and upcoming leaders can learn much from Lephoko’s words
and deeds, this author sent questionnaires to 10 church leaders and members of different
denominations in South Africa who had interacted with Lephoko. Four failed to respond to the
guestionnaire, and six responded with detailed feedback. One of the interviewees, who
identified himself as Paul Sibulawa, said that:

“Dr Dan Lephoko’s belief in Rev. Nicholas Bhengu'’s leadership attests to the fact that he views
Bhengu as his mentor, a spiritual father, and an African evangelist in his time. He [Lephoko]
views him [Bhengu] as a prototype of a leader that could shape the thoughts of the nation in
terms of his philosophy in the community work, and in an African church at large” (Sibulawa,
emailed response, 10 January 2026).

Sibulawa explained that he follows Lephoko because Lephoko followed Bhengu as Bhengu
followed Christ. Sibulawa said that he follows Lephoko as his disciple in Christian faith, in
children’ ministry at AOG BTG. “Dr Lephoko always makes reference to and his inspiration
from Rev Bhengu, saying that Bhengu appointed him to lead the youth, to pastor a church, to
be a board member of an organisational structure, to serve in the general executive of
Assemblies of God, up to becoming a writer. In that way, | also have confidence in Dr
Lephoko’s leadership based on his willingness to be led by Rev. Nicholas Bhengu” (Sibulawa,
emailed response, 10 January 2026). In addition to appreciating leadership by followership,
Sibulawa said, furthermore, that “Dr Lephoko has great passion for leadership capacity
development through Leadership Focus institute, and children’s ministry which propelled him
to dive deeper into research”.

Pastor Faith Tlhogi Khoza, who met Lephoko 15 years ago when she attended seminars
facilitated by Lephoko, on “Teaching and Preaching for Results”, said that she learnt much
about leadership as servanthood and followership. “One of the greatest lessons that | have
learnt from Dr Dan Lephoko is that leadership is not about status, but about meeting the needs
of others. Dr Lephoko established a structured Sunday school curriculum for the Assemblies
of God Church nationally. He dedicated his service of Sunday school ministry, while children
are often wrongfully marginalised in the church. | have also drawn from Dr Dan Lephoko’s
leading by following others, that true leadership is not only defined by authority or position, but
by the ability to listen, learn and align with a shared vision. My take is that he became a great
leader because he first understood how to follow, he respected the AOG BTG structure and
valued collective wisdom. Through followership, | have every reason to believe that he
developed humility, accountability and discernment” (Khoza, emailed response, 9 March
2026).

Pastor Khoza explained that she also learnt from Lephoko that influence grows from service
rather than control. “For example, his contribution to Sunday school, church leadership and
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ecumenical development built trust, strengthened teamwork and ensured continuity because
he knew how to follow others, hence he empowered others to lead effectively. By following
the leadership of NBH Bhengu, Dr Lephoko emulated his mentor by running with God’s vision
for the church, thus aligning with a shared vision ... leaders should not chase titles, visibility
or power, but serving and following others. Such selfless and altruistic leadership style that Dr
Lephoko learnt from Nicholas Bhengu saved him. He could have been a crooked leader if he
had followed a crooked leader. Lastly, | learnt from Dr Lephoko that when leadership protects,
guides, teaches and uplifts others, it gets trusted and cannot be usurped by anybody” (Khoza,
emailed response, 9 March 2026).

A deacon of the AOG BTG, Sipho Sambo, who has known Dr Lephoko since he (Sambo) was
very young in the 90s, and who had worked with him in Children on the Move and Leadership
Focus, said that he learnt a great deal about leadership, discipleship, mentorship, servanthood
and commitment from Lephoko. “Dr Dan Lephoko, whom we call Bro Dan here in Assemblies
of God circles because of his humility and association with young people, followed the late
Apostle Nicholas Bhengu beyond words, by researching, writing, presenting and publishing a
lot about him” (Sambo, emailed response. 15 January 2026).

Furthermore, Sambo narrated, not all Lephoko’s work has been documented.

“The legacy of Brother Dan is not well recognised and documented. He founded the
Leadership Focus, an organisation that he uses to provide Christian leadership training, not
only for AOG, but for other church denominations and organisations. He fosters ecumenism,
for example, he collaborated with other church leaders in training leaders, such as Bishop
Mosa Sono of Grace Bible Church, Edward Phetla of Gateway Church International, C. Koma
of the Potter’'s House Christian Church and Fohloza Foundation” (Sambo, emailed response,
15 January 2026).

Through his work, Lephoko showed that leadership is about serving God, saving lives and
communities. “Dr Lephoko demonstrated that when you’re called by Jesus Christ, you are
called to do the work of the Almighty God, and not yours. He identified the need for leadership
development and filled the gap. By contributing to leadership capacity building
interdenominationally, he served many churches, and trough Children on the Move, he saved
young people, and transformed communities” (Sambo, emailed response, 15 January 2026).

An anonymous interviewee reiterated that Lephoko lived out the Pauline principle of leadership
by followership (1 Corinthians 11:1: “follow me as | follow Christ”), which, like Mark 10:42—45,
inspires servant leadership and transformational leadership and guides us to submit to other
leaders so that their teachings can help us to follow Christ unwaveringly. According to this
interviewee, “To lead brethren, you must allow yourself to be led, primarily by Jesus Christ
first, then by senior leaders so as to be guided to stay Christ-like”. This anonymous pastor
from Pretoria said: “I learnt through, and am always reminded by the teachings and life of Dr
Lephoko that a leader is also led. First, we follow Jesus Christ as our Lord and Saviour;
second, we follow those who followed Christ before us” (Anonymous, emailed response, 16
March 2026).

Lephoko is aware that following one leader could limit him from learning from other leaders;
consequently, he has been an avid follower of other Christian leaders through research and
ecumenical fellowships. Because Lephoko completed Master's and doctoral studies at the
University of Pretoria, this writer engaged a university librarian, Christine Nel, who assisted
him with research resources for his studies. In an emailed response on 9 January 2026, Nel
said the following: “It is very interesting for me how Dr Lephoko keeps track of new technology
advancements in the search for sources, and how he remains well-informed and actively
involved in leadership events in the church. | am always amazed that such a gifted individual
is not bitter about how apartheid blocked him, but instead chose resilience, ensuring it did not
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keep him from reaching his full potential. | am inspired by how Dr Lephoko is constantly busy
reading books on leadership. Even during his time in the ICU [intensive care unit, when he
was sick], | was amazed to find a heap of library books on leadership in front of him, showing
his relentless pursuit of knowledge and his unwavering commitment to growth and learning”.

Furthermore, Nel added that Lephoko networks, relates, fellowships and interacts with many
leaders representing different denominations. “It is also very interesting to see how Dr
Lephoko knows people from across the board — other churches, pastors, and reverends”. Nel
commended Lephoko by saying that “his wide network and relationships in the broader
Christian community are truly amazing, reflecting his influence and respect across
denominations”. Drawing from her interactions with Lephoko at the University of Pretoria, Nel
added that she learnt about leadership as followership, scholarship as service, lifelong
learning and global influence. “I have learnt embodiment of followership from Dr Lephoko. His
life shows that following faithfully can itself be a form of leadership. Leadership can be
expressed through faithful followership ... Also, documenting and teaching Bhengu'’s legacy
shows leadership through stewardship”.

Nel also stated that she learnt from Dr Lephoko that leadership as not about self-promotion,
but about advancing a collective mission. She added that Lephoko is a custodian of memory,
because he had donated his work on Bhengu to the archive of the University of Pretoria, which
ensures that Bhengu’s legacy is preserved for future generations. “I have also learnt a model
of lifelong learning: Dr Lephoko completed his PhD at 80 [years of age], which illustrates
perseverance and commitment. And bridging generations: His writings connect Bhengu’s
pioneering ministry with contemporary African theology. Personally, his resilience, devotion to
family, and care for his disabled son embodies the values of faith, perseverance, and servant
leadership” (Nel, emailed response, 9 January 2026).

Moreover, Nel said that contemporary leaders can learn about triumph over adversity from
Lephoko. “Despite the barriers of apartheid, he chose not to be bitter, but to rise above them,
reaching his full potential and inspiring others to do the same” (Nel, emailed response, 9
January 2026). Furthermore, Lephoko exemplified the possibility of attaining global relevance
through leading by following others. “There is extraordinary worldwide interest and downloads
of his PhD and open access book [both about Bhengu], which proves that his scholarship
remains relevant today, with potential for exact figures to be accessed through AOSIS or the
UP Open Scholarship office. Besides that, his relationships with pastors, reverends, and
leaders across different churches highlight his broad impact and the respect he commands
throughout the Christian community” (Nel, emailed response, 9 January 2026).

Paul did not ask the church to do anything he himself was unwilling to do. While Jesus Christ
is the supreme model of Christian leadership, following others as they follow Christ is
significant for contextualised mentorship. While Paul was human and lived among the people
he led, his call for them to follow him as he followed Christ challenged them to have a close
and contextually embodied and exemplified Christ-like leadership. This view is in agreement
with Lucey (2023): “following someone you cannot see is difficult and discouraging at times,
even with the Holy Spirit as one’s helper, but we do have a beautiful; Sovereign, and examples
of his beauty can be seen in those who copy him”. Thus, because Paul experienced and knew
contextual issues that problematized being Christian during his time, following him could
provide a most contextually familiar and relatable example of Christ-like leadership. Thus,
following senior leaders whom contemporary leaders and followers know, or have known,
begets relevant lessons for effective leadership.

While Paul was not perfect, as indeed none of us is, that he followed Jesus Christ while he

was a sinner demonstrates obedience, and that God called and used Paul as an apostle
affirms Godly love and grace. So, the Pauline model of leadership, which Lephoko has
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demonstrated throughout his life — of following others as they imitate and point everyone to
the ultimate example of Jesus Christ — is a sustainable and transformative model of leadership.

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that sustainable Christian leadership is not simply a mere function of
charisma, authority or even institutional power, but it is rather cultivated through
transformational, disciplined followership, mentorship and stewardship. Lephoko's example
suggests that leadership sustainability and ecclesial transformation can be strengthened when
leaders are transformational, accountable to theological traditions, mentors and communities
of faith. This paper thus presents Dr Daniel Simon Billy Lephoko’s leadership by followership
as a transformational and sustainable model that embodies Paul’s teaching for believers of
his time, to imitate him as he followed Jesus Christ. Although limited to Lephoko in South
Africa, lessons from his leadership, and Pauline message in 1 Corinthians 11:1 are highly
applicable across the world.

While believers should learn, understand and live Christianity by reading and listening to the
Word of God, they should also examine and take lessons from the Christ-like talks and walks
of mature servants of God, who live or have lived among them.

Drawing from the life, leadership, ministry, research and publications of Lephoko, which were
influenced by Bhengu, as disciples of Jesus Christ, following Godly teachings can be
contextualised by lived examples of other Christians who followed or follow God well. Paul
taught believers to practice what he taught and exemplified (Philippians 4:9 — practicing what
one received and learnt). Therefore, it is recommendable for contemporary leaders to take a
leaf from Lephoko and advance leadership through followership to achieve inclusive
transformation in and beyond the Church, to the state and society.

Considering that contemporary African Christian leadership is entangled in multifarious
charlatanry and controversies, and this research is limited by its delimitation to one case study
in South Africa, further research on lived servant Christian leadership from different contexts
and methodologies is highly recommended to inspire transformational leadership beyond
Africa
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