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                  LOOKING BACK: WHAT DID HE MEAN BY POWER? 

 

Have you noticed how some people are just natural leaders? Whether they are 

working in an office, joining a trade union, taking their child to school or singing in a 

choir, they will, without any apparent effort, become the Office Manager, the Shop 

Steward, the Chairman of the PTA and the lead singer.   

I remember when I was at Secondary School, a girl called Linda joined our class 

halfway through Year 7. From the very first she came across as far more glamorous 

and sophisticated than the rest of us and it was not long before she was the unofficial 

leader in any activity that counted. In a drama lesson once, we had act out a story. 

Linda had left the room for a few moments and, as we discussed who was going to 

take which part, one girl said that it might be nice if, just for once, Linda did not take 

the lead. But another girl shook her head. It does not matter which part you give 

Linda, she said, even if she is only second servant, she will still be the star. 

And she was. Our story was the one about King Edward and Queen Philippa where 

the burghers of Calais (that is burghers with an “h,” as in city officials, not 

Macdonalds) are under arrest for rebellion and Queen Philippa pleads with King 

Edward to spare their lives. Linda was only something like “fifth burgher” in line but 

somehow the fifth burgher was in the spotlight far more than either the King or the 

Queen.  Some people are like that. They have strength; they have confidence; they 

have charisma. They automatically take the lead. 

 

James and John were brothers, living in Roman-occupied Palestine during the first 

century AD. Being sons of a fisherman they had joined their father in the family 

business. But when they met Jesus, this radical new religious leader, teacher and 

healer, they left their home to follow him for three years. Jesus had a group of twelve 

men as his disciples and whenever the group is mentioned, the names of James and 

John are always at the forefront. They were obviously at the centre of everything. 

So in some ways that request they made to Jesus was a natural one. They had got the 

idea that one day Jesus would rule the world, just as the Roman Emperor now ruled 

most of their known world. We are the leaders of your gang now Jesus; so may we 

assume that we will be the leaders in the future, when you are talking big power? 

And you can imagine the other disciples muttering in the background, saying what 

that girl said about Linda, well, wherever you put James and John they will end up in 

the forefront. Even if they are only washing the floors of the royal palace, they will 

behave as though they are the Lord Chancellor and the Prime Minister. They are like 

that. Jesus might just as well give in now. 

 

But Jesus did not give in, did he? He said that their ideas of power and leadership 

were not his ideas. If you want to be great, you must learn to be humble. If you want 

to lead in my way, you must learn to serve. Bit of a let-down really….. 

&&&&&&&&& 

 

I don’t know about you, but I have to say that that particular image of Christianity 

does not sound awfully attractive to me. It conjures up a picture of this group of 

incredibly wet men and women, wearing incredibly boring clothes, sitting around 

looking incredibly pathetic, saying, after you, no after you, no after you,  while the 

rest of the world just gets on and ignores them.   

We need strong leaders in every aspect of life. We need people with a bit of clout to 

get things done, make things happen. We might grumble about leaders who seem to 
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throw their weight around a bit, but if they are doing a good job, then deep down we 

admire them for their strength. We don’t do “wet.”   

 

But there is one other story in which James and John figure very prominently. It is in 

Luke’s Gospel, rather than Mark but Mark almost certainly knew about it. 

As Jesus and his disciples travelled around the country, they would stop in various 

villages and ask people to put them up for the night. In those days it was fairly 

common social practice to offer hospitality to people who were travelling and they 

seldom had a problem finding somewhere to stay.  

Until one day, they arrived in this village and the people refused to let them in. We 

don’t know why but naturally Jesus and his friends were disappointed. James and 

John though were much more than disappointed. They went raving mad. They 

shouted and hurled abuse. They asked Jesus if they might call on fire from heaven to 

burn the village to the ground, which was the First Century, religious equivalent of 

let’s go and kick all their heads in. Not what you might call reasonable behaviour and 

why I think Mark knew this story was that he lets slip earlier in his book that Jesus 

nicknamed James and John, the sons of thunder. In other words they were well-known 

to have short tempers and quick fists. And are people like this, really natural leaders?  

 

I read a magazine article once on personal authority and it made the point that a lot of 

shouting and demanding your own way are not necessarily signs of deep personal 

authority. They are more often signs of deep personal insecurity. True personal 

authority, it said, does not even demand an official position of leadership. It simply 

comes across in people who are secure in who they are and in what they are doing. It 

is this sense of quiet conviction about them which commands respect.  

You do see it in Company Directors but also, it said, in the calm of a contemplative 

nun or a mother looking after her child. People who feel secure about who they are; 

people who feel secure about what they are doing: that is the sign of personal 

authority. 

 

James and John did not have this. They were not secure in themselves because they 

went ballistic if people did not do what they wanted them to do. They needed the 

sensation of sitting in a place of supreme authority, dictating to everyone, in order to 

feel good about themselves. And sorry, said Jesus, but that is not my idea of power. 

&&&&&&&&&      

    

When Mark wrote his Gospel, he was a member of a young church which was under 

serious attack. Jesus’ disciples had gone out and preached him as Son of God, Saviour 

of the world and although a lot of people had received their message with enthusiasm, 

a lot more had not, including people in positions of authority.  So Christians were 

arrested if they preached in public; they were accused of stirring up trouble, treason 

against the Government, blasphemy against the official religion- anything which 

could get them locked up. They had even seen their friends executed on trumped-up 

charges and they could not help wondering what was going on. If Jesus was the Son 

of God and they were doing God’s will then surely they should be enjoying a lot more 

political and social power. They should not be the lowest of the low, considered fit 

only to be thrown to the lions in the circus. 

Many of them had honestly believed that they would now be sitting in places of 

power and authority, having kicked the Romans out. What had gone wrong? 
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All the New Testament writers were struggling with this. We still struggle with it. 

Why are basically good, God-fearing people made to suffer by sick-minded, evil men 

and women?  

But as they looked back over everything Jesus had said and what he had done, they 

tried to make some sense of it: what did he mean by power? 

  

The root of true power lies within you, doesn’t it? It is not something which other 

people can give you. Even if your partner or your friends or your colleagues hand you 

responsibility for their lives and well-being, if you are not strong enough inside, then 

you will not cope with it. And if you grab authority over other people, coercing them 

into doing what you want, that is no sign that you have real power and sooner or later 

everyone is going to realise that as you start to fall apart every time you don’t get your 

own way.  

 

Real power is about recognising your own worth; it is about being able to accept 

yourself for what you are and acknowledging that you have your place in the world. 

And although that sounds easy enough, it is almost impossible to achieve. I have 

never met anyone who does not have a certain amount of personal insecurity and most 

people have personal insecurity in spades.  

And no matter how many self-awareness courses we go on, we cannot quite achieve 

and maintain that sense of self-worth for ourselves and no matter how many loving 

friends or adoring fans we may have, they cannot give it to us either, not indefinitely. 

 

Jesus knew this and what he taught was that only God can give us that inner power 

which comes from recognising our worth in his eyes. And only God can give us the 

constant renewal of our worth because he has the strength of love to forgive and 

restore when we get things wrong. Only God can make and keep us secure about who 

we are and what we are doing.  

This power had nothing to do with the angry bluster of James and John, nor the 

arrogant dictatorship of the Roman Emperor. Nor was it about sitting around being 

very pathetic. Jesus did not go for that either. This power was about accepting your 

worth in the eyes of God and your right to live as a child of God.  

And, if you think about it, which would you really rather be: the person who suffers 

but remains secure in his faith and intrinsic self-worth or the person who is so scared 

of losing his social and political position that he is prepared to nail human beings to a 

cross or throw them to be savaged by wild animals? 

You don’t need that kind of power. The world does not need that kind of power. 

&&&&&&&&&              

     

And this brings us, finally, to where we are today. Why would seven very different 

people, from a variety of backgrounds choose to become members of a Christian 

church? Especially in this day and age, when church membership is more likely to be 

a hindrance than a help when it comes to employment, social standing, family life, 

credibility in general? You think, have these people not got lives? 

They have lives alright; I can vouch for that. If it was difficult getting all seven 

together in one room on enough occasions to discuss Christianity and church 

membership thoroughly, it was almost impossible to find a Communion Service when 

all seven would be in this church together. In the Year 2009, we had two options: May 

or October. So yes, everybody in the front rows here certainly has a life.       
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So what are they looking for then? They are looking for power, the kind of power 

which no-one else can give them and nor can they create it for themselves. They are 

looking for a power that is greater than they are and yet which will affirm them as 

people of worth, with lives that are worth living. 

They have found that power in God as he was revealed in Jesus Christ.  

They have accepted God’s unconquerable love for them in Jesus;  

they have learned to trust in God’s power to save them from that destructive force we 

call “sin” which is in them and in life;  

they have been drawn to a Christian community which they believe will help and 

encourage them in developing real personal power, rather than what passes for power 

in our culture of money, sex and celebrity;  

they have discovered within themselves a passion to make a difference to the world, 

to be movers and shakers in the name of Jesus Christ and in the way of Jesus Christ. 

So they come today to say in front of us all, “By the grace of God, this is who I am 

and this is where I choose to be.” (And that, to me, sounds pretty powerful) 

 

And do you know what happened to James and John in the end? James was one of 

those executed for his faith quite early on and after going ballistic when a village 

refused them hospitality, how would you have expected John to turn out when his 

own brother was brutally executed? You would expect him- quite understandably- to 

become a very angry man, filled with hate, taking out that hatred on anybody and 

everybody until finally it killed him too. But you read his letters in the New 

Testament. Their whole message is about the power of God’s love and the strength of 

that love in us. John lived to a ripe old age, becoming one of the most influential, yet 

gentle and beloved leaders in the whole church. He had come a long way since he 

demanded a throne of authority in the kingdom of heaven.  

He got his power alright but it was not the power of the world. It was the power of 

Christ and that, at the end of the day, was what he truly needed.  

Thanks be to God.   

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

   

 

           


