In (Which) God We Trust? #2

“The God of Power”

Matthew 20:25-28

What did you want to be when you grew up?

When I was young, many of my friends wanted to be astronauts, firemen, pro ball players, cowboys, and the like. Not me. No, I had higher aspirations than that. From the time I was in second grade, I wanted to be President of the United States. My older brother had to memorize the Presidents in order for his American history class, and I learned them, too. My dad got me this book called The Book of Presidents. It had every imaginable bit of trivia about all the Chief Executives up until that time. I devoured that book. I always liked American History in school, especially the Presidents.

In my later teens I realized I did not have what it takes to become President of the United States—that being millions of dollars—but my presidential aspirations continued. I would have liked to have become president of my high school senior class, but my best friend was already class president going into our senior year, so I helped him get elected. When I went to college, I set my sights of being president of the Student Senate. 

During my senior year of Bible college, a group of us students went to visit our favorite professor, Dave O’Brien, who was no longer teaching at our school. He was preaching at a local church and we went to hear him one Sunday. I brought along this book, which O’Brien had edited. (It was the only publication bearing his name at that time. He would later publish other books of his own.) After the worship service I asked it he would sign my book. He wrote, “Scott, I’ve enjoyed teaching you and knowing you. Remember me some day when you’re president. Dave O’Brien.” I asked him, “President of what?” He replied, “President of the Christian & Missionary Alliance, President of St. Paul Bible College, President of the United States…whichever!” 

Looking back on that time of my life, I detect that I was interested in being president—of whatever—because that’s where the power was. I was ambitious, I was able, and, yeah, I was arrogant. I didn’t see that last one at the time, but the Lord has creative ways of showing that to you and then stomping it out of you.

I may have been bowing to the god of power at that time. I know many still are. In our text this morning, Matthew 20, we read of the mother of James and John approaching Jesus with a special request: to have her boys sit at Jesus’ right and left hands—positions of power and prestige. The other ten disciples were indignant…probably because they hadn’t thought of it first!
 In Matthew 20:25-28 Jesus called them together and said,

You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.

Jesus warned against the god of power, and we need His warning repeated today.

The Pull of Power

We begin by considering the pull of power. We see it in our world, where one power hungry ruler wants to rule the world and invades his neighbor to conquer it. In another nation street gangs have topped the government and now battle the police for control. In state houses and the U. S. Capitol, politicians jockey for position to see who can wield the most power.

The pull of power is not limited to public officials, though. It affects all human relationships, from the domineering parent to the bullying boss to the manipulative spouse to the pastor who plays God. It is also wielded effectively by the seemingly weak who manipulate others to gain their own ends. The temptation to abuse power confronts everyone, including people in positions of spiritual authority.

Why is that? What makes the pull of power so tempting? I see three reasons.

First, power is about control. Power is often measured by one’s prominence and ability to influence others.
 We have even coined a new term—“influencer”—in our culture. Even young people are getting caught up in accumulating as much control as possible because power is important.
 But when control becomes our mode of thinking and acting, we will sooner or later begin to treat people like things.

Not everyone who seeks control is necessarily on a “power trip” per se. Many want to control situations because they genuinely want the best for the other person, and they are convinced that they know what is best. Yet it is still about controlling others to do what I think they should do.

Second, power is about conceit. In Matthew 20:25, Jesus spoke of leaders who “lord it over” those under them in their worldly kingdoms, and such rulers “flaunt their authority over those under them” (nlt). Note the “over”/”under” emphasis. According to the ways of the world, the king on the throne and those who have high positions on his right and left function like domineering superiors ordering commands to their lowly underlings. But such a picture of authority in God’s order is completely wrong!

Sadly, the lure of power can separate the most resolute of Christians from the true nature of Christian leadership, which we will see is service to others. As Chuck Colson put it, “It’s difficult to stand on a pedestal and wash the feet of those below.”

Third, power is about confidence. We often hoard power, position, time, and prestige, thinking that if we gather enough, we will finally feel better about ourselves.
 But there is a serious catch to this plan: such power is an illusion. We may think we have power and control over our circumstances or over other people, but we really don’t. And one day reality will come crashing in on us. We only have power or control over ourselves. That’s it. Everything else is a futile chasing the wind. It will come to nothing.

The Problem of Power

Let’s move on to the problem of power. Perhaps the best known quote about power is Lord Acton’s famous remark, “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”
 Now let’s be clear. It is power that corrupts, not power that is corrupt. It is like electricity. When properly handled, electricity provides light and energy; when mishandled it destroys. God has given power to government, for example, to be used to restrain evil and maintain order. It is the use of power, whether for personal gain or for the government’s ordained function, that is at issue.

Power has become a familiar word in Christian circles. Unlike the small church down the street we used to go to, the new megachurch in a neighboring town has powerful programs, and its buildings often compete with corporate office buildings for the impressive architecture of power. Or, the healing service last week was powerful: we all felt the power. Or, we can hear brothers and sisters refer to another form of power: “We’re really gaining power in Washington. We’re a powerful voting block.”
 Although power may begin as a means to an end, it soon becomes the end itself.
 And power is like saltwater; the more you drink the thirstier you get.
 Like all false gods, power never satisfies.

While it has the potential for good, power often destroys. The power that destroys demands ascendancy; it demands total control. It destroys relationships; it destroys trust; it destroys dialogue; it destroys integrity.

What does the power that destroys look like? Think of Adam and Eve in the garden—given every pleasure, every delight, everything necessary for a good life. Yet they wanted more; they grasped and grabbed in a headlong rush to be like God, to know good and evil. The sin of the garden was the sin of power. They wanted to be more, to have more, to know more than was right. Not content to be creatures, they wanted to be gods.

What does the power that destroys look like? Think of King Saul and his insane envy of David. Saul was the king; he was supposed to wield the power. But power cannot command affection, and the people loved David. Saul was powerless to control the hearts of people, so he turned in rage against David. He would rather have murdered than allow power to slip through his fingers. How tragic to see the relationship between Saul and David destroyed because of Saul’s lust for power. It even destroyed Saul’s relationship with his own son Jonathan.

What does the power that destroys look like? Think of the disciples arguing bitterly over who would be the greatest in the kingdom of God. These arguments must have been intense, because they are mentioned in all four Gospels. The end result of this constant bickering and jockeying for position was the undermining of harmony among the apostolic band. From that point on, they would have been suspicious of each others’ motives.

Returning to our text, notice that Jesus approved of neither the actions of the two nor those of the ten; thus He called them all to Him to teach them yet once more that it is lowliness, not self-assertion, that is important in the kingdom. The two were wrong, but then so were the ten.

As seen earlier, there is an intimate connection between pride and the destructive character of power. Samson was a man of immense power, power that was given by God. But pride filled his heart. Before his enemies Samson boasted, “With a donkey’s jawbone I have made donkeys of them. With a donkey’s jawbone I have killed a thousand men” (Jdg. 15:16). This unholy alliance of pride and power contributed to Samson’s downfall. Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar was on top of the political world in his day, but when the power coupled with pride, leading him to declare in Daniel 4:30, “Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?” he lost it all. Power is insidious when it is coupled with pride. Among the most dangerous people in our culture are leaders who believe their own press releases.

The Prescription for Power

Finally, let’s consider the prescription for power. I believe two qualities will help us from bowing down to the god of power in our lives.

The first is honesty. We need to be honest about power and about ourselves. The most important restraint on power is a healthy understanding of its true source.
 Jesus told His disciples in John 15:5, “Without me, you can do nothing.” Yet Paul wrote in Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through Christ who gives me strength.” Power is all or nothing—we either acknowledge Christ as the source of power, and we have it all, or we rely on ourselves for power, and we have nothing. Paul wrote elsewhere in 2 Corinthians 12:9-10, “My power is made perfect in weakness… When I am weak, then I am strong.” 
We need to have an honest appraisal of ourselves as well. Romans 12:3 states, “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you.” I like how the New Living Translation renders this: “Don’t think you are better than you really are. Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves, measuring yourselves by the faith God has given us.” We don’t have the power in ourselves, nor do we have the right to exercise that power in a controlling manner.

The second quality needed to combat the god of power is humility. God’s kingdom stands in utter contrast to the ways of the kingdoms of the nations. On Jesus’ leadership team, there is no place for self-serving ambition, personal promotion, shameless nepotism, presumptuous arrogance, or unbridled narcissism. Rather, “Whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be your slave” (Matt. 20:26-27).
 The key to greatness is not found in position or power, but in character.

Moses offers a great role model. Though he had awesome responsibility and power as the leader of the Israelites, he was described in Numbers 12:3 as “a very humble man, more humble than anyone else on the face of the earth.” He led by serving—intervening before God on his people’s behalf, seeking God’s forgiveness for their rebellion and caring for their needs above his own.

Jesus offers an even greater role model. Paul writes of Him in Philippians 2:5-8, 

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!

It is in lowly service that we Christians find our true fulfillment. We follow a Master who took the form of a servant and lived all His earthly days in humble obscurity. The way forward for us is in honesty and humility. To set one’s heart on power is to lose the heart of the Christian way. This does not, of course, mean that among the followers of Christ there are to be no leaders, none in high places. It means that those who take the lead among them are to be humble, people seeking not personal success but the opportunity of doing humble service.

Nothing distinguishes the kingdoms of man from the Kingdom of God more than their diametrically opposed views of the exercise of power. One seeks to control people, the other to serve people; one promotes self, the other prostrates self; one seeks prestige and position, the other lifts up the lowly and despised.

In the process of announcing the Kingdom and offering redemption from the Fall, Jesus Christ turned conventional views of power upside down. When His disciples argued over who was the greatest, Jesus rebuked them. “The greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves,” He said. Imagine the impact His statement would make in the back rooms of American politicians or in the carpeted boardrooms of big business—or, sadly, in some religious councils.

Jesus was as good as His words. He washed His own followers’ dusty feet, a chore reserved for the lowliest slave of first-century Palestine. A king serving the mundane physical needs of His subjects? Inconceivable! Yet servant leadership is the heart of Christ’s teaching. “Whoever wants to be first must be slave of all.”
His was a revolutionary message to the class-conscious culture of the first-century. Position and privilege were entrenched, as evidenced by the Pharisees with their reserved seats in the synagogue, by masters ruling slaves, and by men dominating women. It is no less revolutionary today in the class-conscious cultures of the East and West where power, money, fame, and influence are idolized in various forms.

The god of power can allure not only to those in national, corporate, or cultural leadership to bowing before it. It can tempt husbands, wives, parents, pastors, church members…even a second-grade boy. Beware of the god of power!
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