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Lament for the Misuse of Power 
Exodus 20:1-17, Psalm 13, 1Corinthians 1:18-25, John 2:13-22 

 
It was not planned that the topic of the abuse of power came the day after the 

election but sometimes a plan just comes together.  And it is often our leaders that we 
are reminded of when we think of abuse of power.  We might think of leaders who are 
supposed to be running a country but are distracted by the sight of a pretty woman, 
leading to secret meetings but where there is clearly a power imbalance.  A child is 
conceived leading to directives being given to move people around trying to keep the 
relationship secret, until finally there is an expose and all the grubby secrets come out 
causing grief and division in the family and blighting his leadership for years to come. 

Whilst this may sound like a very modern even recent story it is in fact the story of 
King David who misused his power to bed the wife of one of his soldiers and then 
arranged through his power to eventually have the soldier killed to cover up his folly.  It 
all come home to roost when Nathan the prophet challenged David with what he had 
done, how he had used his power for his own ends and the detriment even death of 
others.  It is an horrific story which rightly should shock us, as such stories continue to 
do till today. 

The misuse of power and the corruption that goes along with it, remembering the 
dictum that “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely,” should be 
something that as a society we should be concerned against and be grateful for steps to 
limit such misuses. 

But David’s response to his failure is captured in Psalm 51 the basis of the 
lament we have been using in these Lenten services.  He says “against you have I 
sinned”. David recognised that when God’s people misuse their power it damages our 
relationship with God.  I pray that as we look at the Biblical view of power we may find 
that we recognise where we may have failed, lament and repent of such failure and 
seek resources to transform us. 

CHRISTIAN VIEW OF POWER. 

The Bible gives a very clear and very distinctively Christian view of power and 
how to use it.  

In Matthew 20 Jesus teaches his disciples who are jockeying for cabinet positions 
in his kingdom that rather than dominating others as worldly leaders they must take 
another road less travelled.  “Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your 
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son 
of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” 

In John 13 we are told that Jesus, knowing that he has all of God’s authority, 
takes off his outer garments, gets down on his hands and knees and washes his 
disciples’ feet, teaching that they are to follow his example of serving love. 

Paul picks up this theme in Philippians 2.  Our attitude is to be like that of Christ 
Jesus who rather than exploiting his divine prerogatives puts them aside to humbly give 
himself in obedience.  Here we learn that service is not the path to glory rather service is 
glory itself as it reflects the nature of our God. 

The Christian view of power then has two powerful and revolutionary elements.  
Firstly, power is to be used to serve others.  Secondly and perhaps more radically in so 
doing we are not only following the example of Jesus we are demonstrating the very 
nature of God.  Both of these run counter to so much thinking of our world. 

We see this in our reading from 1Corinthians where Paul says that he preaches 
Christ crucified, something which is a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to 
Gentiles yet this cross shaped path is the power and wisdom of God. 
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OUR FAILURE 

Such is the clear teaching of the Scriptures but it is also equally that we as the 
Church, as communities and individuals have so often failed to live up to this call to 
serve but rather have used the power we have for our own ends. 

If we spend some time considering the other areas of failure over this Lenten 
period we can look at all of them in terms of abuse of power. 

When a child is abuse power has been misused, when it is covered up we 
misuse power.   

When there is violence in the family power is being misused, when pastoral 
advice puts people at risk we misuse power.   

When cultures are suppressed and people marginalized we misuse power.  
When the environment is degraded for selfish economic gain we misuse power. 
But there are many other areas where this is also true. We misuse our power 

whenever we fail to listen to the cries of our society and use our resources for our own in 
self interest, when we exclude others to protect our own privilege and position.  We 
could consider how the Church has responded to issues such as racism or relations with 
the LGBTIQ community which has often been self serving, excluding and painful. 

For these things we lament. 

Ministers Misusing Power 
I need to recognise that the misuse of power can be a particular problem for 

ministers.  We carry both responsibility but also authority within our communities and all 
too often this authority has been used inappropriately or badly to further the career or to 
fulfil the needs of the community.  This can also happen simply through indifference, we 
should not rush to charges of malice when incompetence is more likely, but both can 
hurt. 

But through sermonic haranguing, bureaucratic bullying, flagrant favouritism, 
belligerent belittling and a lack of listening, people are damaged and the community 
stifled. 

If you have been hurt by someone in ministry misusing their position of power we 
are sorry. 

In saying this I clearly need to hold the mirror up to my own ministry and where I 
may have done these things or similar I am sorry.  Sadly, I suspect that if that is true 
they are not here but I hope that they may hear.  But if we need to put things right 
please speak to us. 

Congregations Misusing Power 
But it is not only ministers who abuse their power, there is a final area which we 

are lamenting in this season and it is the failure to make disciples.  There are few 
greater hindrances to a church community making disciples than when rather than 
following the servant path of Jesus they become arenas for power struggles between 
self interest groups. 

I wonder if I dare illustrate this point.  I could just say read the history of this 
Cathedral.  On this our patronal festival for St. David’s Day it is worth going up to our 
East Window to have a look at the image of St. David.  He is the grumpiest looking Saint 
I have ever seen and I suspect it is because he is carrying this Cathedral.  If St. David is 
unimpressed what must Jesus think? 

But as I reflect on my ministry, I have seen churches distracted and destroyed by 
such vital things as guitars in church, hats in church, morning tea, candles in church, 
choice of hymn tunes, not having candles in church, not having hats in church, morning 
tea, which group has the better storage cupboard.  Such things seem trivial but they can 
sadly lead to lasting division and even hatred within Church communities. 

I could go on but I suspect it is unnecessary and sadly many will be able to add to 
the list. 
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Whenever we are acting in our own self interest, putting our power into our own 
purposes we are misusing power.  Jesus I’m sure would love to come in and turn the 
tables of indifference, squabbling and self interest and be reminded that this is to be a 
place to welcome all into this house of prayer so that we can worship and serve our 
God. 

For the misuse of our power we lament. 
We lament remembering that as we saw above the particularly Christian teaching 

about power it not only reflects Christ’s teaching but it reflects the nature of God.  Our 
failure not only hurts others but in so doing we misrepresent God.  David recognised this 
in Psalm 51 recognising that at the heart of all his failures was a failure against God.  It 
is for this reason we come back to God. 

FOCUS ON GOD 

As we return to God we lament. 
Lament at its heart is to come back to God recognising failure and in faith, 

perhaps bruised and with battered faith but still faith to call on him to bring change. 
Built into this very idea is something that will help us change our ways when it 

comes to power, for it brings us to humility.  Lament brings us to the end of our power 
and come to trust in him and his salvation. 

As our Psalm 13 today puts it. 
Yet I put my trust in your unfailing love: 
O let my heart rejoice in your salvation. 
Having had our failures exposed should bring us back to God,  
And as we focus on God, thus keeping the first commandment so we are 

equipped to love our neighbours as ourselves. 
For the God we come back to is the God who is revealed in Jesus.  Here we hear 

again his words and put them into action.  Whenever we trust in ourselves and our 
power we will misuse it, but when we trust in his power it can transform and work with in 
us and in us.  This path of the cross may seem foolishness to the world but it is the 
wisdom and power of God. 

Below there are some resolutions as to how we respond to this challenge.  As I 
read these resolutions I wonder if you are willing to join me in them and I wonder if you 
can imagine what we would look like as a community if we were able to do this for a 
community that follows the teaching of Jesus and does not misuse power is a deeply 
powerful thing.  

 
We resolve to follow in the way of Christ.  We resolve to listen deeply to the 

teaching of Scripture to turn from self-serving to serving the needs of others.  We 
resolve to practice humility in our relationships.  We resolve to model serving others in 
all areas of our church life and we resolve to bear the cost that such changes may bring.  
We resolve to pray for the Spirit to change us that we might have power to show 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, patience and forgiving love. 


