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Matthew 20:20-28 20 Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling 
down, asked a favor of him. 21 “What is it you want?” he asked. She said, “Grant that one of these two 
sons of mine may sit at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom.” 22 “You don’t know 
what you are asking,” Jesus said to them. “Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?” “We can,” they 
answered. 23 Jesus said to them, “You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit at my right or left is not 
for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been prepared by my Father.” 
24 When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers. 25 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. 26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you 
must be your servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first must be your slave— 28 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.” 

"Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” This famous quote was written in 
1887 by a very wise historian named Lord Acton. He was writing a letter to the Archbishop of England 
about renouncing the atrocities of the past leaders. And, after reading this letter, so much of what he 
says is true. But what about this quote: Is it really true that "power tends to corrupt, and absolute power 
corrupts absolutely”? 

At first glance, it seems to be absolute truth on the level of the laws of nature and science. Just like the 
world follows the laws of gravity and the laws of physics, so also the world seems to follow this law of 
power. That the more power a person has the more corrupt they will be.  Just think about some of the 
most powerful politicians, presidents, or preachers. How many of them have been corrupt and abusive?  

Now Christian institutions, churches, and leaders have considerable power in society. And if power 
corrupts, then the best thing for a person to do is abandon it and run from it. And so it is no surprise 
that many people are leaving Christianity. They are leaving Christianity for social movements or 
identities that don’t seem to have power.  

Today we are continuing our sermon series Before You Lose Your Faith. We know someone who has 
walked away from the Christian faith. Maybe it was a celebrity you followed. Maybe a family member or 
friend. In fact, maybe you are in the process of deconstructing your faith. And maybe one of the reasons 
that you struggle with your faith is the problem of power in the Christian Church. And so today we are 
going to answer the question: 

Does Christianity have a power problem? 

To answer that question, we are going to go to our reading from Matthew 20. Jesus has just told his 
disciples that the religious leaders are about to hand him over to the Gentiles where he will be 
condemned to death, mock him, flog him, and crucify him. After Jesus has just shared this disturbing 
news, we read:  

20 Then the mother of Zebedee’s sons came to Jesus with her sons and, kneeling down, asked a favor 
of him. 21 “What is it you want?” he asked. She said, “Grant that one of these two sons of mine may sit 
at your right and the other at your left in your kingdom.” 



Jesus has just revealed that he is about to be betrayed, tortured, and die, and then James and John have 
their mother go to Jesus with a request. And what is it that they want? They want places of power in his 
kingdom. You see, they believed that Jesus was about to build this great kingdom that was going to rule 
over the Jews and the Romans and the world. And they wanted to make sure they had places of 
privilege and power, especially over their fellow disciples.  

22 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said to them. “Can you drink the cup I am going to 
drink?” “We can,” they answered. 23 Jesus said to them, “You will indeed drink from my cup, but to sit 
at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom they have been 
prepared by my Father.” 

Jesus tells them that they don’t know what they are asking. They don’t understand his kingdom. Nor do 
they understand what they will suffer. They just don’t get it.  

Then we read: 24 When the ten heard about this, they were indignant with the two brothers. 

When the 10 other disciples heard what James and John had asked for, they were angry. Now we don’t 
know all their motivations for being angry. But we could at least say that they had every right to be 
angry. James and John’s request was wicked. They were asking to have power over their fellow brothers. 
What they wanted was wrong.  

Their request helps us answer our opening question: Does Christianity have a power problem? The 
short answer is Yes. These first Christians, James and John, were trying to get power to rule over the 
other disciples. That is a problem. And we see this problem repeated throughout history. We have seen 
Christian organizations and institutions strive to get political, social, or financial power so that they can 
rule and control other people. We have seen how individual leaders use their power and their position 
to get more power and glory for themselves. And I’ve seen this same tendency in my own heart as a 
Christian leader. I have a desire to be powerful and recognized and to influence others to action.  

So what is the solution? If we see power problems throughout Christian history starting with the 
disciples and continuing in Christian organizations, institutions, and their leaders, should we just leave 
Christianity? Will leaving Christianity keep a person from being corrupted by power? 

Let’s see what Jesus has to say: 25 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. Jesus says that rulers 
and leaders throughout the world lord their power over people. They exercise authority and dominate 
and control others. This happens everywhere, not just in Christianity. This is not a Christian problem, but 
a human problem. The obvious examples are Hitler who promised to create a pure and advanced 
country but used his power to exterminate the Jews. Or Stalin who promised to create a peaceful 
country where wealth and power was equally distributed. Instead, he used his power to kill 40 million 
citizens that he believed were challenging his power. And there is the less obvious power problems at 
your office between the boss and the staff. There is the hidden tyranny that happens in many homes 
where a husband or a wife dominates their spouse and controls them. Problems of power are pervasive. 
It is not just a problem in Christianity. It is a human problem.  

That’s why if you leave Christianity to join a movement or religion that doesn’t seem powerful, you will 
be disillusioned quickly. You will find that those movements and religions also have a problem with 
power. Everyone does.  



So what are we supposed to do? If we can’t leave Christianity to escape the problem of power, what are 
we to do?  

Jesus says, 26 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your 
servant, 27 and whoever wants to be first must be your slave… 

Jesus says that Christians are to use their power in a different way than the rest of the world. In Jesus’ 
kingdom the so-called great and powerful people are the ones who serve. And the ones who are most 
important and first are those who willingly humble themselves like a slave to all. Jesus says that we can’t 
avoid power. All we can do is use it properly.  

Maybe I could explain Jesus’ teaching this way. Think about the parent/child relationship. A parent has 
power over their children. They are physically stronger. They know more. (No matter what your 
teenager says.) And they have financial power. And that is how it’s supposed to be. Parents need to be 
more powerful than their children. And when they use their power properly, children feel safe and 
secure and have the freedom to grow and explore who God created them to be. When parents use their 
power to serve their children, everyone flourishes.  

But Jesus isn’t just a preacher and teacher. He doesn’t just talk about the proper use of power. He lived 
it. …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 is all-powerful. He is God. And yet he used his power to serve. And serve in the most 
incredible way. He gave up his life as a ransom for many. That means he used his power to buy us back 
from the slavery of sin and death, to set us free from guilt and shame and condemnation.  

Allow me to paraphrase something that Paul wrote that I think sums up the work of Jesus.  

Jesus, who being in very nature the all-powerful God,  
did not use his power for his own privilege;  
rather, he poured out his power until he was empty,  
taking the very nature of a powerless human,  
he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death,  
even death on a cross.  
Therefore, God exalted him to a place of limitless power,  
and gave him the name above all names,  
that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow,  
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,  
and every tongue confess that Jesus is the Lord,  
to the glory of God, the Father. (Paraphrase of Philippians 2:6-11) 

You see, power is not inherently evil. Jesus is all-powerful and he used his power to rescue you and the 
rest of the world. Power is not the cause of corruption. Power reveals who you really are. Power 
magnifies what’s inside of you. It exposes what is in your heart.  

So instead of saying power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely. I believe it is more 
accurate to say what one author said, Power makes corruption apparent, and absolute power makes 
corruption absolutely apparent. 



So, instead of running away from Christianity, let’s go deeper into Christianity and let Jesus change our 
hearts. Instead of denying our power, let’s Use our power to serve.  

But how do we do that? Well, in Diane Langberg’s fabulous book Redeeming Power, she says, “Every 
drop of power you and I hold is shared power, given to us by the One who holds it all. It is not ours. It 
is his. He has shared what is rightfully his with us.” (Diane Langberg) So we must first acknowledge that 
we all have power and any power that we do possess is a gift from God. We get all our power from God 
and he can take it away at any time.  

Then Langberg goes on to list different types of power that we, as humans, possess. 

1. Physical Power  

We all, except for a very few, have physical power over someone. If you are a husband, you are most 
likely physically stronger than your wife. If you are a mother, you are most likely physically stronger than 
your kids. If you are a young person, you are probably physically stronger than your siblings or 
classmates.  

Now what you do with that physical power all depends on your heart. If you have a cold, hard heart, you 
might use your strength to dominate, intimidate, or hurt someone weaker than you. If you let the gospel 
of Jesus and the Holy Spirit change your heart, you can use that power to protect and help the most 
vulnerable around you. You can actually use your strength to make people feel safer when they are 
around you.  

2. Verbal power 

Some of you have the power of words. You know how to speak to make things happen. You are 
intelligent and articulate. And words stick in people’s head and heart even longer than some physical 
interactions do. And again it all depends on your heart how you will use this power.  

If your heart is all wrong, you will use your words to manipulate, lie, deceive, and tear down. But if you 
let your heart be changed by the love of God and his Spirit, you can use your words to encourage and 
comfort.  

3. Emotional power 

Some of you are very in-tune to the emotions of the people around you. You sense what people are 
feeling and you know what would make them feel better or feel worse. And it all depends what is going 
on in your heart as to how you will use this power.  

If your heart is hard then you will use this power to create emotions of fear and anxiety. If your heart 
has been changed by the love of God, you will use this power to create a feeling of safety and peace and 
security.  

4. Financial power 

Money is powerful. We need it to live. And how you use money all depends on your heart. If you have a 
hard heart you can use money as a threat. You can withhold money from those who depend on you. If 
your heart continues to be shaped by Jesus, you can use money to be a blessing and a source of joy and 
comfort.  



Do you see? We can’t avoid power. We all have power. And that power comes from God. What’s most 
important is your heart. The condition of your heart influence how you use your power.  

The abuse of power is a human problem. You will find it in every organization, religion, and social 
movement. And yes, because the Christian Church is full of humans, you will find the abuse of power 
even in the Christian Church. The more important question is: who has the solution? Where can we run 
to find the proper way of using power? Only Christianity has the answer. Only Christianity has a leader 
who taught that power is a gift to be used for the good of others. And so, before you lose your faith, 
return to Jesus. Use the power that he gave you to serve. Amen.  


