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 The Bible is full of stories,  
 stories of family squabbles, jealousy, betrayal, and restoration;  
 stories of kings and kingdoms, wars and conflicts;  
 stories of slaves and slaveholders,  
  of building campaigns and building decay;  
 stories of pregnancy and barrenness, of birth and death.  
 
 There are countless stories of all kinds in the Bible.  
 
 But together all these stories create a bigger story… an over arching narrative we call the meta-
narrative. It’s the larger story that is created when all the smaller stories are put together and seen not as 
individual isolated events, but as part of an unfolding drama.  
 
 This meta-narrative, this larger story could be described in a number of ways.  
You might call it the story of salvation,  
 or the story of our world’s relationship to God,  
  or the story of redemption. 
 
 But for today, I want to invite you to see the Bible as the tale of two powers… of “good power 
and bad power.”1  
 
 From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible unfolds as a story of two different ways of using power… 
two different kinds of power… but there is always power at work.  
 It’s there in the public sphere and in the private sphere, 
  in our politics and in our relationships.  
 Story after story the dynamics of power are played out and exposed.  
 
 
 Way back in Genesis the people of Babel built a tower to demonstrate their power, but it all ends 
in confusion and scattering. 
 
 Later, a time comes when Israel decides they need a king and an army. They need the power that 
other kingdoms have. You might remember that the prophet Samuel tries to warn them… and so does 
God. “It’s going to lead to a mess... You’re not going to like it,” they are told.  
 But just like an adolescent, they’re pretty sure they know what’s best.  They’re not interested in 
the voice of wisdom.  And so they demand a king anyway. And it does make a mess of things. 
 
 King Saul and King David, they both make their own messes… that affect the whole kingdom. 
Then comes King Solomon, said to be the wisest to ever live.  But it’s Solomon that ends up enslaving 
masses of his own people to build his grand cities and the elaborate temple. Not to mention his harem of 
1,000 concubines, all while promoting his reputation for wisdom and greatness.  
 
																																																								
1	The	title	of	a	chapter	in	R.	Rohr’s	Things	Hidden:	Scripture	as	Spirituality,	which	inspired	this	sermon.	
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 So yes, Solomon brings the Kingdom of Israel to a time of prominence. It looks like great power.  
But it’s those same actions that lead to the kingdom splitting in two by the time his son comes to the 
throne.  
 
 And what the Bible starts to reveal is this essential pattern in the fabric of our world.  
 When it comes to power, 
  you reap what you sow.  
  The ends will always match the means.  
 
 After Solomon, there are generations of prophets telling whichever king happens to be on the 
throne at the time to be careful where they place their trust, and which military they make alliances with, 
and what kind of power they go after.  
 Because just about all of those kings… like most of us, get pulled into the lure of destructive 
power.  That is, the power “OVER” some one or some group… the power to control.  
 
 That power sometimes looks like military might…  
 Sometimes it looks like political control… 
 Sometimes it is simply the power of intimidation and peer pressure,  
  But it’s always power “over”…“on top of”…. 
   pushing, and demanding, and controlling.  
 

***** 
 The Bible is so often critiquing our use of power. But it’s also the tale of two powers, remember. 
Not all power is bad.  
 In fact, Jesus tells the disciples that they will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on them.  
 There is a divine energy, the presence of God within, that grants us a different kind of power, an 
inner source, a grounded center. 
 But power looks and operates completely different than the power we’re used to trusting… and 
wielding… and seeking. 
 
 You see glimpses of it in the Old Testament too. The good, deep, inner power looks like Joseph.  
Joseph helping the same Egypt that once imprisoned him by using his wisdom and insight to save for 
the coming famine… keeping the world from starving. He used his power to help… even his enemies. 
 Good power looks like a Joseph using his new position… to even forgive his brothers… and 
feed them…  
 And in that reconciliation he transforms the story of Abraham’s descendants. 
 Not all power is bad. 
 
 And not all power looks the same. 
 Generations later the Hebrew people are enslaved in Egypt and the Pharaoh (who seems like the 
most powerful person in the world) tells the midwives of the Hebrew slaves to kill all the newborn sons 
as they are being born.  
 Exodus chapter 1 tells us the story of two lowly midwives… Shiphrah and Puah, who use their 
own little bit of power to usurp the demands of the mighty Pharaoh. It’s a story of a different kind of 
power.  
 The power of the lowly to bring life in the face of the mighty that wants to bring control.  
 
 Then there’s the story of Gideon, in which God whittles Israel’s troops down from 22,000 men to 
just 300 so that Israel will know it was God who delivered them, not their swords.  
 It is God who saves them. God is teaching them that there is more than one kind of power… if 
we have imaginations large enough to begin to see it. 
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 The Bible unfolds as a story of two powers: 
 There is life-giving power and there is destructive power…  
 Good power and bad power. 
 And what is so hard for us to wrap our minds around,  
 is that the difference is so often not  
  just good intentions vs. bad intentions…  
  but rather how we use the power we have.  
 
What we see in the tale of two powers is that  
 the ends will match the means.  
 We will reap what we sow.  
 Or another way of putting it is, “How you get there… is where you arrive.” 
 
 You might remember the old saying, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.” When we 
use the tools of hell, even with good intentions, we’ll find we’ve created hell. But when we use the tools 
of the Kingdom of God, we’ll find that God’s Kingdom is coming “on earth as it is in heaven,” as Jesus 
puts it.   
 How you get there, is where you will arrive.  
 

***** 
 This is what the tale of two powers in the Bible seems to be saying again and again… And this 
story comes to a climax as Jesus stands before Pilate.  
 Prisoner before political leader.  
 Here at the climax of the gospel story…  
  They have a conversation about power.  
  
 “Do you not know,” Pilate says, “that I have the power to release you and the power to crucify 
you?”  
 Picture this. Here Pilate stands before this Jewish peasant that has been stripped, beaten, and 
mocked with a tattered purple robe. Jesus stands there bleeding with a crown of thorns pushed into his 
brow.  
 He could not look more like a powerless pawn:  
 weak, defeated, and broken. 
 
 “Do you not know…. isn’t it obvious that I have the power to release you and the power to 
crucify you?” Pilate says. 
 
 You see Pilate embodies the very power of Rome…  
  the power of the strongest military in the world,  
  the power of largest economic force in the world…  
  the power of Rome that is wielded to bring about the promised  
   “Peace of Rome,” the Pax Romana, as it was known.  
  It sounds like a good intention, doesn’t it? 
 
 Theologians call this the power of the empire or the theology of the empire.  
 The power of the empire promises peace and prosperity-- as long as you play by the empire’s 
rules… whichever empire you happen to live in.  
 
 There was peace and prosperity as long as you played by Rome’s rules...which at their root, were 
ultimately about Roman prosperity.  It was Pilate’s job to keep that peace in that little corner of the 
Roman Empire.  Peace at any cost. Peace with the power of intimidation and fear.   
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 In many ways… all the lies of power that have been told again and again throughout history, and 
throughout the Biblical narrative are embodied here, in Pilate.  
 Every storyline that says you can solve problems with violence, and intimidation, and 
suppression, is here. 
 Every example of power being used to benefit the insiders  
  instead of helping the outsiders,  
 every abusive relationship,  
 every ego driven action and fear driven submission is here in Pilate, in a strikingly symbolic 
way. “Don’t you know that I have the power to release you and the power to crucify you?” “I have the 
power to give you peace, or the power to destroy you,” he says.  
 

***** 
 Jesus, in this moment reveals a whole different kind of power at work.  
 Weak, bleeding, mocked, and humiliated, Jesus answered Pilate, “You would have no power 
over me unless it had been given you from above.”  
 
 Jesus redefines the power dynamics in the most profound ways here.   
 He is embodying the tale of a different power that is also woven through the scriptures. By that I 
don’t just mean the power to call down a host of angels to wipe out his enemies. It would make a great 
scene in a movie.  
 It’s also what most people think the power of God should be like. And it is what those who 
mocked Jesus as he hung on the cross thought the power of God should be like. “He saved others, can’t 
he save himself?” they said.  “If you’re the Son of God prove it and come down off that cross.” In other 
words, if you’re God then flex your muscles. 
  
[pause] 
 And let’s be honest, that’s the kind of God you and I are often praying for. I know I am. I 
want a God who is going to flex God’s muscles… save us from pain, and fix every problem,  
   with a snap of God’s fingers.  
 
 Which might just suggest that we’ve turned that kind of power: a utilitarian, quick fix 
power…into our god, rather than what is revealed to us in Jesus. 
 We’ve made an idol out of a certain kind of power.  
 
 But if God is most clearly revealed to us in Jesus, then that is not at all what the power of God is 
like.  “The power of God is the foolishness of the cross,” Paul says in 1st Corinthians.  
 
 Again and again, Jesus tells those who will listen to love their enemies and to pray for those who 
persecute you.  
 He’s always embodying the role of servanthood and humility…  
  the power of grace and forgiveness.  
  the power of radical hospitality, welcoming the outsider, the foreigner, the unclean, the 
dangerous.  
 
 But don’t get the wrong idea. This is not a passive power.  
 Jesus stands in the halls of power, in the face of the powers  
  in a dramatically different way.  
 It’s a profound power. 
 It’s a courageous power.  
 It’s a deep power. 
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 But it is so counterintuitive.  
 
 In fact, Jesus’ way is so counterintuitive that even his closest disciples have a hard time with it. 
Even after he tells them that he’s going to go to Jerusalem and suffer, they have an argument about 
which of them is highest up on the food chain, which is most important. And so he tells them again, the 
greatest among you is the servant of all. 
 

***** 
 Gradually the Bible has been revealing that there is a different kind of power than what we chase 
after… a deeper, truer power. And It comes out of people who are living from a different place… a 
different orientation altogether.  
 It’s a shift from the orientation of the empire, to the orientation that Jesus is always describing as 
the Kingdom of God.   
 
 The story of the Bible is a story about this shift. As one scholar puts it, it’s a story that “slowly 
moves from violence to nonviolence, from imperial power to relational power… from the divine right of 
kings to servant leadership.”2 
 
 And as this story progresses we slowly begin to see more and more clearly what the power of 
God, the deep inner power of God is like. In The Lion and the Witch and the Wardrobe, it’s what CS 
Lewis describes as “the deep magic of our world.” It’s a different kind of power….That the evil queen 
had forgotten.  
 

***** 
 
 And this deep magic,  
  woven into the fabric of the world,  
 is embodied in Jesus, as he stands before Pilate.   
 The power of love and sacrifice.  
 The power of humility and generosity.  
 A power that stands in stark contrast to Pilate’s superficial power. 
 
 The power of the empire intimidates and forces, but it never transforms. It never creates. Even 
Napoleon seems to have recognized this. He’s supposed to have said, “Only people of the Spirit actually 
change things, the rest of us just rearrange them.” The rest of us are just shuffling the deck. We’re just 
rearranging chairs on the Titanic. That’s all the empire ever does.  

***** 
All of that is exposed here in this story.  

  Jesus and Pilate.  Pilate and Jesus.  
  Domination vs. Transformation.    
  The peace of the empire, vs. the peace of God. 
   
 One man here (Pilate), passes a sentence to keep the peace and tries to get on with things. 
  The other man will suffer greatly. 
 One tries to maintain control over. 
  The other maintains forgiveness and a powerful loving presence. 
 One shuffles the deck and gets through the weekend. 
  The other transforms the world. 
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 One is left hollow and eventually crumbles. 
  The other is resurrected to new life. 
  
 
 The death and resurrection of Jesus, it is the climax to the tale of two powers. And what we find 
is that  
  despite how things look,  
  and despite how slow and painful it can be,  
 the way of the Kingdom of God has the power to transform you and me.  It has the power to 
transform the world.  
  
 The ends will match the means.  
 How we get there is where we will arrive.  
  
 It’s not some hokey cliché. It’s profoundly true… in ways we’ve hardly begun to imagine.  
 
 Christ is the power of God… to change you and me.  
 Christ is the power of God to heal our world…  
 

***** 
 

 So, as we make our pilgrimage through these last days of Lent we have to ask ourselves, what 
kind of power are we wielding?  
 …in our world, and even in our relationships? 
  
 What kind of power do we trust?  
 Who will we follow?  
 Jesus or Pilate?  
 
Amen.  
 
Reflection 
“Some trust in chariots and some in horses,      
but we trust in the name of the Lord our God.” ~Psalm 20:7 
 
O God, 
We confess that all of us are drawn to chariots and horses. 
We don’t understand how your power works and we so often make a mess of things, even when we’re 
trying our best to be faithful.  
Forgive us for our small hearts and minds. 
 
Fill our imaginations with visions of what can be… 
Help us to see… our politics, city, neighborhood… with your eyes. 
Help us to see… our work, our schools, our responsibilities… with your eyes. 
Help us to see… our family… and even our own lives… with your eyes. 
 
We come to your table now, bringing our deep hunger and thirst.  
Fill our hearts, our imaginations, and our bodies with your life. 
 
Through Christ we pray, Amen. 
 


