12th July 2009 Sermon: ‘Whose Power/Who's Power'

Ephesians 1:3-10

Mark 6:14–29
Following the set lectionary Bible texts each week is a good way to ensure that we hear from the richness of God’s Word, and not just our favourite readings.

But occasionally the lectionary texts throw us a reading that any preacher would really just rather not have to preach about.

What insight does today’s story of Herod and John the Baptist offer us?

This gruesome and gory account of sex, vengeance, egotism and decapitation seems far from uplifting and edifying.

It is a story that has been represented a great deal by different artists, but I have avoided all illustrations this morning, as I want to try and keep the content of the service to nothing more than a PG rating!

So what a strange story we have here…

Almost more like a Greek tragedy than the Good News. 

First of all, for a story that is included in the Gospels it unusual in that it says virtually nothing about Jesus.

And further to that for it to be included in the wider narrative called the ‘Good News’ it is a story that ends on a note of understated despair:  “29When John’s disciples heard about it, they came and took his body, and laid it in a tomb.” 

So why is it included in the Gospel? Not only here in Mark, but also in Matthew AND Luke? (Matt 14:1-12, Luke 9:7-9)

How does this story relate to the Good News of Jesus Christ?

I want us to reflect on what this story says about power.

Who has the power in this story?

What is the nature of enduring power?

Where do we find power in the broader context of the Gospel narrative? And how does that contrast with the bloody violence of destruction in this story?

Power (of a certain sort) is personified in this story by the figure of King Herod.

A king certainly (with the power that the title brought at the time) but a king who is seemingly captive to a power that insists on destruction and death.

Herod appears to be a figure confused, unstable, easily-influenced, and superstitious. 

If Herod is guided by anything it seems to be blind ambition. And so there is a self-serving ruthlessness here in the figure of Herod, who wields power with a callous disregard for others, bringing death to the righteous and holy.

As I have already observed this story does not directly mention Jesus, and yet it is clear that Herod’s destruction of John foreshadows the impending death of Jesus himself.

This sets up a stark contrast between the power personified in Herod and the power personified in Jesus.
The wonderful passage from Philippians that was probably a well-known hymn in the early church describes the startling nature of Jesus’ power:

“6…though he was in the form of God,
   [he] did not regard equality with God
   as something to be exploited, 
7but emptied himself,
   taking the form of a slave,
   being born in human likeness.
And being found in human form, 
8   he humbled himself
   and became obedient to the point of death—
   even death on a cross.”.    (Philippians 2:6-8)
The power of Jesus is the power of God Almighty, and, in Jesus, this power is revealed to us as being used for our sakes:

“7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace 8that he lavished on us.”    (Ephesians 1:7-8)
The power of God in Jesus, is power for our own redemption and forgiveness as recipients of God’s lavish grace.

It is the power of love.

It is the power that U2 sing of, when they ask: “Oh, can’t you see what love has done?”
This power is not what the world is used to, but it is proclaimed as the greatest power the world will ever know.

Herod therefore is identified as one who wields a power that is fearful because of its destructive capability, but who is ultimately impotent against the power of Jesus which overwhelms all destruction (even death itself) with an irresistible love.

What true power looks like, the Gospel proclaims, is a man nailed to a cross; a target for all the worst of destructive power. 

Jesus is no softy, no meek and mild moraliser. He is the one who takes upon himself the worst of the worst, as the only one who can truly handle such evil, and by doing so transforms it forever. Jesus absorbs the power of destruction and evil and denies it any enduring authority.

In sharing this power of Jesus with us, God adopts us as his children – this is God’s will. God does so freely in the power of his love.

So how do we understand ourselves to live with this power of Jesus in our lives here and now?

Do we allow the power of God to inform any power we have in

our intellect, 

our education, 

our bodies,

our gender.

The power in our jobs, 

our wealth of resources,

our relationships (as parents, as grandparents).

Because if we don’t…we risk living without a firm reference point, making decisions based on what we think is best (probably for ourselves). And isn’t that exactly how Herod lived?

We have a reference point. We have a relationship with Jesus that guides us the power of his Holy Spirit who is always with us.

“Seek ye first the Kingdom of God…”  (Matthew 6:33)

When we seek God above all else, we are in harmony with God. 

We work with God’s creating and transforming power:

“With all wisdom and insight 9he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 10as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.”
The power of God enables us to direct any power we hold toward the will of God; and by doing so God involves us in the plan he has for the transformation of heaven and earth!

It is one thing for us to hold power that we direct toward God’s will;

it’s another for power to have a hold on us.

If there is any power that threatens to make us captive, let’s give it up completely.

How? 

We open ourselves up to allow God to transform us. Our challenge is to let go of power that has hold of us and allow God to shape us increasingly according to God’s will, decreasingly according to human standards and the relentless lure of power. 

This is essentially what we do every time we worship. 

We recite the story of what God has done for us, and seek to be open to being more closely conformed to the lifestyle appropriate to the children of God.  

In worship we come with no power before God; our hands are empty, and yet God promises to transform us.

As Ephesians puts it: God redeems us, forgives us and lavishes the richness of his grace upon us.

In celebrating Communion (doing that which Christ himself began) we appropriately anticipate the promise of God’s grace to come among us again and transform us, each one of us, and all of us together. 

Communion is our shared celebration where we recognise that we receive God’s grace. In Communion we do not do anything to earn God’s grace, we simply receive God’s grace.
This is the Good News, that contrasts with the ugly destruction of power gone wrong, and is available to us today, as we live in the power of Jesus Christ.

May God continue to enable us to live freely as God’s children; 

dependent on his grace, and living boldly by the Spirit’s guidance.

Amen.
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