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Introduction
‘I have felt like that!’
What is it that reduces a grown man, warm in his relationships and acknowledged by others to be experienced and
competent in his life’s work, to such a threatening state of
self-doubt and disablement, in a moment? Why this sense of
stress and nameless anxiety, this churning of my stomach?
How come I now lie awake at night, just from having to think
about it? What makes it difficult for me now to perform the
simplest tasks, or to face other people with evenness of spirit?
I had experienced this only a few times in my life, each
time lasting only a matter of days, but each time quite devastating, and puzzling. Now I was beginning to understand. I
was at a training session on ‘Power and Trust’, run by our
church organisation.1 We were going through how it feels to
be bullied (see chapter 2), where someone with whom you are
in a relationship of respect, affection and trust brings undue
pressure to bear on you through that relationship, in a way that
leaves you feeling disempowered. I recognised it immediately,
and it rang bells for me. It was good to realise that it had not
been just my own inadequacy and deficiency, but something
that happens in relationships when the real power that is there
is put to inappropriate use.

1 The Anglican Diocese of Adelaide, in South Australia, 2006.
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I was then able to identify and recognise other situations
where this dynamic could be seen to be operating. I determined to find out more about it. In particular, how could this
misuse of power arise in the church, and how is it addressed
by the Scriptures and the gospel? I attended a conference on
‘Bullying and Abuse in the Church’2 where I became more
aware of the widespread nature of the misuse of power in
relationships, and of the considerable range of ways it was
being tackled, not only in the church, but also in the secular
society. There I realised that I had not been bullied as such,
since the definition requires that this behaviour be sustained
over a prolonged period of time, but that I had been subjected, and had submitted, to bullying treatment.
What then for those who have been consistently subjected
to such treatment and similar abuses, and what of those who
perpetrate them? What of the organisations that allow such
behaviour to take root and flourish? The ‘Power and Trust’
seminar was one of a number of training sessions required of
church leaders in the wake of disclosures of serious abuses of
power and trust in the life of our church—part of a salutary
and necessary cleansing and reorientation that I was glad to be
a part of. I was aware of claims that much of this abuse could
be laid at the door of the Scriptures themselves and the God
they present and the gospel I hold dear, and that we needed to
revise or dispense with these things to be able to come
through it all. I was not convinced. Rather I sensed that the
answer lay in the gospel of God that the Scriptures bear witness to, and that we ignore it at our peril.
So I began to write. After an initial foray in three studies
given around the end of 2007, I have recast and added to the
material to bring it into its present form. It remains a partial
investigation into a vast and fraught area, hopefully pointing
2 Canberra, Australian Capital Territory, July 2007.
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Introduction
to ways of seeing it through that are consistent with the ‘the
faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints’ (Jude 1:3). I
am grateful to those who have helped my understanding, not
least to my wife Vivien, whose professional involvement in
this area has been a help to me and to many.
Martin Bleby
August 2008
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Relationships
Good and Bad
RELATIONSHIPS ARE ESSENTIAL
From the moment we are born, we find ourselves in relationships with others—parents, family, friends, and the wider
community. It is in the context of these relationships that we
grow to find out who we are, and where we belong. These
relationships are essential to our life and being. All other
physical needs may be supplied to us, but without direct close
relationships—what we call ‘love’—we fail to thrive. The
people with whom we are related are part of the make-up of
who we are as persons, and we cannot live fully without them.
RELATIONSHIPS—POWER FOR GOOD
An ancient yet fresh little Hebrew song, found in the Bible,
extols the value of good relationships:
How very good and pleasant it is
when kindred live together in unity!
It is like the precious oil on the head,
running down upon the beard,
on the beard of Aaron,
running down over the collar of his robes.
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It is like the dew of Hermon,
which falls on the mountains of Zion.
For there the LORD ordained his blessing,
life forevermore (Ps. 133).

Not only are these relationships warmly spoken of in pictures
of perfumed oil anointing a body, or of dew falling on the
mountains; they are also linked with the blessing of God, even
with life that has a quality of eternity. The overall picture is
one of blessing from above.
This would be borne out in the experience of many. Husbands and wives have known companionship, help and strength
in each other through faithful and lifelong marriages. Parents
and children, brothers and sisters, cousins and extended family
can know a bond and belonging that is deeper than mere
acquaintance. Friendship can sometimes be even more significant than family:
. . . a true friend sticks closer than one’s nearest kin (Prov. 18:24).

The book of Proverbs in the Bible sums up the good value of
both friends and family:
A friend loves at all times,
and kinsfolk are born to share adversity (Prov. 17:17).

Sometimes we get a sense of belonging to an even wider
network of relationships throughout the community, including possibly people we do not know. The poet and preacher
John Donne gave classic expression to this:
No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe
is the less, as well as if promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy
friend’s or of thine own were. Any man’s death diminishes me,
because I am involved in mankind . . .1
1 John Donne (1572–1631), Meditation XVII, accessed from website 7 May 08,

<http://isu.indstate.edu/ilnprof/ENG451/ISLAND/meditation.html>.
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Certainly we can underestimate or take for granted the
immeasurable benefits we have—in knowledge, wisdom,
and provisions of every kind—from belonging to the wider
community, and from being connected with the whole of
humanity, in the present, and across the generations.
John Donne was writing from within the experience of
Christian faith, and giving expression to what he found there.
Paul the apostle spoke of belonging to Jesus Christ as equivalent to being part of a human body. No part of the body
can say, ‘I do not belong to the body’, nor can any part of the
body say to any other part, ‘I have no need of you’ (1 Cor.
12:15–16, 21). All are to benefit from belonging to Christ
and to each other in the body:
. . . speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into
him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined
and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each
part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building
itself up in love (Eph. 4:15–16).

Indeed, the Bible claims that, as human beings, we are
made by love for love. We have been created by a God who
Himself is love (see 1 John 4:8, 16), in order to love God and
to love one another (see Deut. 6:4–5; Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:37–
39). The final outcome of God’s purposes for the universe is
depicted in relational terms: a marriage, a family, a city of
people (see Rev. 19:6–9; 21:2, 7), where all is well.
Each of us, no doubt, could think of a relationship in which
another person has contributed significantly to our own wellbeing. Clearly, relationships can be a power for good in our
lives.
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RELATIONSHIPS—POWER FOR HARM
Simply because relationships are so crucial for human beings,
there is a great power inherent in them. Our very need for love,
and the importance to us of those with whom we are in
relationship, invest our relationships with a power that we can
exercise towards others, and that others who are in relationship
with us can exercise towards us. The closer the relationship,
the greater the power. We have seen how this can be, and is
intended to be, a power for good. In this, however, lies also a
potential for great harm. When the power inherent in a relationship of love and trust is abused, massive damage in
people’s lives can result. This usually happens when one
person pursues his or her own pleasure and advantage at the
expense of another.
The Bible traces this abuse of power in human relationships to our original defiance of God and His purposes for us
(see Gen. 3:1–6). The first man and woman, though they
belonged to one another, then began to see themselves as
over against each other (see Gen. 2:24; 3:12, 16). In the next
generation, this came out in the murder of Abel by his brother Cain; again accompanied by a measure of dissociation:
‘am I my brother’s keeper?’ (see Gen. 4:1–9). From there the
situation degenerated to the point where ‘The LORD saw that
the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that
every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil
continually’, and ‘the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and
the earth was filled with violence’ (Gen. 6:5, 11).
In the course of his ministry, the prophet Jeremiah (around
600 BC) was warned by God:
Beware of your neighbors,
and put no trust in any of your kin;
for all your kin are supplanters,
and every neighbor goes around like a slanderer.
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They all deceive their neighbors,
and no one speaks the truth;
they have taught their tongues to speak lies;
they commit iniquity and are too weary to repent.
Oppression upon oppression, deceit upon deceit!
They refuse to know me, says the LORD (Jer. 9:4–6).

The prophet Micah (around 750 BC) had found the same
thing:
Put no trust in a friend,
have no confidence in a loved one;
guard the doors of your mouth
from her who lies in your embrace;
for the son treats the father with contempt,
the daughter rises up against her mother,
the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law;
your enemies are members of your own household
(Micah 7:5–6).

Similarly, Jesus himself warned his followers: ‘one’s foes
will be members of one’s own household’ (Matt. 10:36).
When those closest to us are against us, then are we at our
most vulnerable:
See, I am sending you out like sheep into the midst of wolves . . .

—we require great wisdom to be able to keep ourselves
innocent in such a situation—
. . . so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves (Matt. 10:16).

Even within the church, Jesus warned, will be those who
seek to do others harm, under deceptive appearances:
Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but
inwardly are ravenous wolves (Matt. 7:15).
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Because they are so vital to us, all relationships have
within them an inherent power, which can be used either for
good or for evil. Our concern here is that it be used for good.
Part of that will be to discern wisely when such power is
being exercised beneficially, and when it is being abused.
Given our capacity for self-deception, and our willingness to
be deceived by others, that exercise is not always an easy one.
BONDAGE AND FREEDOM
One way of identifying whether a relationship is healthy or
abusive can be found in whether it engenders freedom in a
person, or brings them into some kind of bondage. Jesus
spoke to some who, even in a religious community that purported to be free (see John 8:33), were in bondages of their
own and others’ making:
Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin
(John 8:34).

In contrast, Jesus saw himself not as a slave, but as a truly
free son of the household:
The slave does not have a permanent place in the household; the son
has a place there forever (John 8:35).

As such, Jesus said, he had come to set free those in
bondage:
So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed (John 8:36).

This freedom would be gained by coming out of deception
and into the truth—of Jesus himself and of God—through
the word spoken by Jesus:
6
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If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will
know the truth, and the truth will make you free (John 8:31–32).

Paul the apostle came into this freedom himself (see
1 Cor. 9:1) and, by the message he proclaimed, saw many
come into this same freedom—from sin, judgement, death,
fleshly lusts, and a bad conscience, from evil powers,
idolatrous fixations, worldly expectations, and legalistic
obligations (see Acts 13:39; Rom. 6:18; 7:6; 8:2, 21; Gal.
1:4; 5:24; 1 Cor. 12:2; Col. 2:13–15; 1 Thess. 5:9; 1 Tim.
1:5). Even so, he found to his sorrow and anger that those
who had come into this wonderful freedom only too readily
submitted again to bondage, especially when certain
powerful personages, for apparently the noblest reasons,
imposed on them demanding religious obligations (such as
the need to be circumcised; see Gal. 3:1–5; 5:2–12; 6:12–
15). To them Paul made his appeal:
For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not
submit again to a yoke of slavery (Gal. 5:1).

Even (or perhaps especially) in the church, where this
precious freedom had come, the apostles needed to warn and
guard against relationships being used to bring people into
bondage. The same gospel word that brought people into
freedom was needed afresh to keep them there.

Questions for Re flection or Discussion:
•
•

What experience have we had of relationships that have
contributed significantly to our well-being?
What have we known of relationships that have caused
damage in people’s lives? What has been the harmful
factor?
7
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•

How do the categories of freedom and bondage help us
discern the difference between good and bad relationships?
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Identifying Abuse of
Power in Relationships
SIN EXPOSED
We have seen that relationships are crucial for human beings.
Our very need for love, and the importance to us of those with
whom we are in relationship, constitute an inherent power, for
good or evil, that others who are in relationship with us can
exercise towards us, and we towards them. We have also begun
to see the potential for massive damage that can be done in
people’s lives when this power, and this trust, is abused.
Sin and deception go hand in hand. The originator of our
evil, identified in the Bible as ‘that ancient serpent, who is
called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world’
(Rev. 12:9), is called by Jesus ‘a liar and the father of lies’
(John 8:44). Abusive relationships are commonly cloaked in
deception and fear of exposure, often under most reputable,
even attractive, external appearances. This can be a sore trial
and a vexed confusion for those who are taken in by these
outward appearances.
Such is the power of the truth of God, however, that Jesus
said:
. . . nothing is hidden that will not be disclosed, nor is anything secret
that will not become known and come to light (Luke 8:17).
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This, in spite of the fact that ‘all who do evil hate the light
and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be
exposed’ (John 3:20). Paul the apostle, speaking from this
side of Christ’s resurrection from death, says: ‘everything
exposed by the light becomes visible’ (Eph. 5:13). The writer
to the Hebrews concurs:
Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any twoedged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from
marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And
before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the
eyes of the one to whom we must render an account (Heb. 4:12–13).

Anglican Christians have regularly prayed:
Almighty God,
to whom all hearts are open,
all desires known,
and from whom no secrets are hidden:
cleanse the thoughts of our hearts
by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit,
that we may perfectly love you,
and worthily magnify your holy name,
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.1

Little wonder, then, that widespread instances of the abuse
of power in relationships, both inside and outside the church,
are coming to light in our time. Once they have been
exposed—even though they remained well hidden before—
hopefully there will be an awareness and a wisdom that will
help to guard against further abuse, and the gullibility or
negligence that allows and fosters it.
1 The ‘Collect for Purity’ or ‘Prayer of Preparation’, with which the Anglican
service of Holy Communion begins; see The Anglican Church of Australia,
A Prayer Book for Australia, Broughton Books, 1995, p. 119.
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We cite here four instances of the abuse of power in
relationships, in the interests of this clear identification and
needful correction: domestic violence, child abuse and
neglect, rape and sexual assault, and bullying.
Domestic Violence
Violence in the home between spouses or partners has been
prevalent in many societies, including our own. ‘While domestic violence occurs across all types of relationships, 95–98%
is male to female violence.’2 According to a Personal Safety
Survey made by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in 2005,
‘5.8 per cent of women in Australia had experienced violence
in the 12 month period preceding the survey’.3 Other studies
show that ‘up to one third of all women will be the victim of
domestic violence at some period in her life’.4
Domestic violence can include physical violence (physical
and sexual abuse, object damage), emotional violence (threats
and intimidation, put-downs), social abuse (isolation, smothering, put-downs in company), economic abuse, and spiritual
abuse—and results in injury, a sense of guilt and failure, fear,
and humiliation.5 Effects on children who witness domestic
violence can be damaging and long-lasting, including fearfulness, depression, frustration, sadness, guilt, helplessness, withdrawn or aggressive behaviour, relationship inability, and poor
school performance.6
2 Domestic Violence: Handbook for Clergy and Pastoral Workers, Joint
Churches Domestic Violence Prevention Programme, c/- Anglican Community
Services, North Adelaide, 1995, Introduction.
3 <www.aph.gov.au/library/intguide/SP/Dom_violence.htm> (accessed 23rd
October 2007).
4 Domestic Violence, Introduction.
5 Domestic Violence, pp. 1, 2.
6 Domestic Violence, p. 15.
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Child Abuse and Neglect
Child abuse happens in the community every day. It can
take the forms of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse, and
the failure to provide for a child’s basic needs. It issues in a
range of emotions, including a sense of guilt, shame, confusion and fear.7
Particularly damaging in the long term is child sexual
abuse. A recent study in Australia has found that one in three
women and one in six men are subjected to some form of
‘unwanted sexual experience’ during childhood. The incidence among men may be under-reported. In at least 10% of
all cases for both men and women, this abuse was considered
severe.8 This can lead to mental health and personality disorders, such as anxiety disorders, depression, post-traumatic
stress disorder, substance abuse, disordered eating, and suicidal behaviour.9
The grooming behaviour of many perpetrators focuses on
building a relationship of friendship and trust with children
and their parents, and their abusive actions are a betrayal of
trust and a misuse of power,10 taking advantage of the
imbalances of age, size, physical strength, status, knowledge,
experience, and cognitive and emotional development.11
Most child sexual abuse takes place within families.12
7 Child-Safe Environments: Reporting Child Abuse & Neglect: Participant
Workbook, Government of South Australia, Department for Families and
Communities, April 2006, pp. 4, 19–20, 23.
8 Fergusson & Mullen (1999), cited in Recognise and Respond to
Disclosures of Rape and Sexual Assault, Yarrow Place Rape and Sexual Assault
Service, North Adelaide; course attended in 2006, notes p. 8.
9 Yarrow Place, 2006, p. 9.
10 Anglican Diocese of Adelaide Training, ‘Being Aware of the Grooming
Perpetrator’, Safety and Screening/Version2/ April 2006.
11 ‘Power, Authority, Trust & Respect’, Yarrow Place, 2006, p. 15.
12 ‘Perpetrators of Sexual Abuse’, Yarrow Place, 2006, p. 10.
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Rape and Sexual Assault
‘Rape is not primarily a sexual act; rather it is a crime of
violence, terror and humiliation . . . Rape victims are violated
and rendered helpless by someone else’s need for power and
control.’ More than one in every thousand persons in South
Australia suffered rape and sexual assault in 2002. In 63% of
cases, the perpetrator was already known to the victim13—it
was the abuse of an already existing relationship.
This issues in a wide range of damaging emotional, psychological, physical, social, and ideological/spiritual effects,14
that are deep-seated and can be long-lasting.
Bullying
Bullying occurs not just in the schoolyard, but also in the
workplace. According to British research: ‘Up to one in four
people are currently being bullied at work . . . an estimated
18.9m working days are lost annually. Costs to individual
companies are between 8–10% of annual profits, plus the
threat of costly litigation.’15 Definitions of bullying include
one or more of these incidents happening at least weekly:
•
•
•
•

being humiliated in front of colleagues
being undermined
regularly being the subject of gossip
constant public or private criticism

13 ‘Understanding Rape’, ‘Prevalence of Rape and Sexual Assault’, Yarrow
Place, 2006, pp. 12, 13.
14 Yarrow Place, 2006, pp. 16–18.
15 Anne Lee, lecturer and tutor in social psychology, University of Oxford,
‘Bullying in the Church’, a letter to the Church Times, 22nd June 2007, used by
permission. She cites Andrea Adams Trust (2006), Ban Bullying at Work Day 7th
November 2006: A Minute for Your Thoughts (<www.banbullyingatwork.com>
accessed 6th November 2006; also <www.andreaadamstrust.org>).
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having opinions or comments ignored
having responsibilities removed
being shouted at
being overloaded with work with unreasonable deadlines.16
In some settings, bullying can become a cultural norm.
Bullies want to make themselves feel more powerful, sometimes out of a sense of personal inadequacy. They can be
motivated by anxiety, fear, ignorance, jealousy or misunderstanding.17 Bullying typically happens in private, and thrives
on secrecy and silence. ‘When confidentiality prevents
targets from seeking help, it becomes abusive.’18
Bullying can be very disempowering and disabling. Those
experiencing bullying may:
• be less productive
• be less confident in work
• feel scared, stressed, anxious or depressed
• have other areas of life affected
• want to stay away from work
• feel unable to trust superiors and colleagues
• lack confidence and self-esteem in self and work
• have physical symptoms of stress such as headaches,
backaches, sleep problems
• feel isolated
• begin to believe what the bullies are saying
• feel unsafe.19
•
•
•
•

16 Anne Lee, ‘Bullying in the Church’.
17 The Anglican Diocese of Adelaide, Safer Ministry Education, Power and

Trust Seminar, 2006, version 1, pp. 4–5.
18 Anne Lee, ‘Bullying in the Church’.
19 Anglican Diocese of Adelaide, ‘Bullying’, p. 5.
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Bullying can occur in the church. ‘Lay people, church
officers, church workers or clergy can behave abusively to
other lay or ordained people . . . One third of the cases before
the Director of Professional Standards in the Diocese of
Melbourne, Australia, are allegations of bullying.’20 Paul the
apostle identified such behaviour occurring in the church at
Corinth: ‘you put up with it when someone makes slaves of
you, or preys upon you, or takes advantage of you, or puts
on airs, or gives you a slap in the face’ (2 Cor. 11:20). With
irony, Paul dissociated himself from any such action, or submission to any such treatment, when he said, ‘To my shame, I
must say, we were too weak for that!’ (2 Cor. 11:21). Anne
Lee comments: ‘An organisation which allows bullying behaviour to continue unchecked is compromised in proclaiming
good news to the poor, release to the captives and recovery of
sight to the blind. Whenever a church or church organisation
refuses to answer questions, punishes those who express concerns, abuses confidentiality, covers up, coerces, threatens or
deceives, gospel values are being directly undermined.’21

JUDGEMENT IN THE HOUSEHOLD OF GOD
Disturbing as it is to speak of these things, we may be even
more upended at the discovery that these things happen right
20 Anne Lee, ‘Bullying in the Church’, citing website accessed 17th July

2006: <http://www.media.anglican.com.au/tma/2006/02/bullying.html>. After five
years of operation, the incidence is down to 25%. See also <www.balmnet.co.uk>.
Not all bullying is perpetrated by leaders: see Hannah Petersen, Power in the
Pews: The Impact of Abuse and Bullying of Ministers Perpetrated by Members of
the Congregation (Bethel Pastoral Centre, Synod of Victoria and Tasmania,
Uniting Church in Australia, 2004).
21 Anne Lee, ‘Bullying in the Church’, citing Marcus Beale (April 2002)
SLIM paper ‘Workplace Bullying’.
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inside the life of God’s church. It is right that we should be
shocked, yet we need not be surprised. If the church is God’s
chosen means by which to gather those destined for eternal
life through faith in Jesus Christ, then the stakes are high, and
the attacks will come accordingly. The church will be more
like a battleground than a peaceful pasture. As with any battleground, it will not be tidy, there will be a lot of noise, smoke
and confusion, and there will be casualties. In this, God will
be establishing His kingdom of prevailing righteousness, peace
and joy in the Holy Spirit.
What is being unearthed in the church is what has been
endemic in the whole community. Secular organisations,
sporting clubs, small and big business, and governments—all
have been at fault. Often, however, the churches have been
the first to be exposed, and have had the most adverse media
coverage. Why is this?
Some may say it is because people have got it in for the
churches, because of people’s resistance to God and antagonism towards the things of God. True as that may be, it could
be that God has a larger purpose in train. Peter the apostle
wrote to churches suffering under persecution, telling them
not to consider it a disgrace, but rather a cause for glorifying
God. He went on to say why:
For the time has come for judgment to begin with the household of
God; if it begins with us, what will be the end for those who do not
obey the gospel of God? And
‘If it is hard for the righteous to be saved,
what will become of the ungodly and the sinners?’
(1 Pet. 4:17–18).

When nations and peoples are ripe for judgement, God
brings judgement first upon His own people. This is because,
unlike the unbelievers, we have a gospel of the cross of
Christ that tells us who this God who judges us really is, and
16
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how His judgements are always with a view to His mercy.22
If we have forgotten that gospel, or been slack in it, then this
judgement of God forces us back to it smartly, and brings us
to experience its truth. This means we then have a powerful
word to speak to others, as the judgements subsequently
come upon them.
It could be that we are in a nation that is ripe for God’s
judgement. Governments and others may well require the
church to clean up its act, but their turn will come. And when
it does, we will be able to tell them, from our own experience,
that our Father in heaven sends these judgements not to
destroy us but to cleanse us and fit us for Himself. We will be
able to speak from the heart of ‘the glory of our great God and
Savior, Jesus Christ . . . who gave himself for us that he might
redeem us from all iniquity and purify for himself a people of
his own who are zealous for good deeds’ (Titus 2:13–14), and
to encourage them, as we have been encouraged, to respond
not with fear but with faith.
It could be that there is no other way for the message to get
through, given the hardness of our hearts. But get through it
will. Thus, in all these things, God’s good purposes will be
well served.
Peter’s conclusion is:
Therefore, let those suffering in accordance with God’s will entrust
themselves to a faithful Creator, while continuing to do good (1 Pet.
4:19).

22 The prayer, ‘In wrath may you remember mercy’ (Hab. 3:2) is not saying,
‘Please, give us a break’. It is affirming, and asking to see, that God’s judgements
are with a view to the action of His mercy.
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Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•
•

How has our awareness of abuses of power in relationships been sharpened?
How have we been shocked, and heartened, by their
exposure?

18
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Power Differential
IMBALANCE OF POWER
All of the abuses we looked at in the previous chapter occur
through a misuse of power in relationships. A valuable
insight gained particularly from reflection on the experience
of women as targets or victims of abuse is an understanding
of the imbalance of power in relationships. In the case of
domestic violence, this has been illustrated as follows:

The question is asked, ‘If we argue, is this domestic
violence?’ and the answer is given:
Not always . . . Conflict can be helpful to a relationship when it
results in enhanced understanding and communication, and clears the
air or gives voice to a previously unheard partner. Conflict is
unhelpful when one partner is fearful and stays fearful because of the
way in which the strength of the other is used.

Power in Relationships
This can have implications for how we might seek to be
helpful in such a situation:
The concept of an imbalance of power is important in understanding
and addressing domestic violence. It is this power imbalance that
renders our normal counselling approaches inappropriate when there
is domestic violence. One partner, usually the woman, is fearful of
the other partner, who maintains control throughout the abuse.1

Part of the approach in any abuse situation, especially where
the target, victim or survivor has been disempowered, is to
help that person see and exercise the power they have, and to
affirm and protect them in that. Attempts to help must take
care not to further disempower or abuse the suffering person.
In the example given above, where one person clearly uses
superior strength to intimidate and keep another fearful, the
imbalance of power is fairly obvious. In other situations, the
leverage may be more subtle, but no less invidious. Leaders of
congregations, for example, who may be secured by stipend,
allowances, and official endorsement, need to be aware of
the imbalance of power that this can give them over nonaccredited ‘lay’ persons, and they may need to moderate their
behaviour accordingly. Sometimes a change in the nature of a
relationship needs to consider the potential impact of the
power structures that are operating there. In these days, when
there is a plurality of value systems around, it is necessary to
have in place agreed codes of conduct and pastoral guidelines
for clergy and church workers. In one such code it is advised
that, in a situation where a pastoral relationship legitimately
develops into a romantic relationship (as, say, between a
youth leader and a member of the youth group), it is advised
that alternative arrangements be made for ongoing individual
pastoral ministry, to avoid confusion between personal
1 Domestic Violence, p. 3.
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interest and the pastoral relationship, and possible misuse of
the inherent power imbalance present.2 We begin to see that
ways ahead in this whole area of pastoral or workplace
relationships can be fraught with potential uncertainty and
difficulty.
A LEVEL PLAYING FIELD?
The notion of ‘imbalance of power’ is now becoming the standard interpretive key in addressing abuse situations. It is, as we
have said, a valuable and helpful insight, that can alert us to
unequal situations of which we may have been unaware, and
so can help us to moderate our practice. How we go about that
in a way that fits with reality is another question. Some
respond by seeking to remove every inequality of power in
relationships by corrective action intended to establish equality
compulsorily. This can then set up yet another realm of power
plays. The question arises as to whether certain inequalities of
power in relationships can ever be totally abolished.
Some Christians see all inequality of power as arising from
human sin. Now that Jesus has taken sin away, they see it as
possible to return to an ideal situation such as they suppose
existed before the fall into sin, depicted in Genesis 3, where, it
is thought, no one ruled over anyone else. We do, however,
find the notion of ruling embedded in the creation account,
where the sun and the moon ‘rule’ over the day and night
(Gen. 1:16)—a very apt and beneficent form of ruling. Paul
the apostle saw the differential ordering of man–woman relationships as stemming from creation, before the fall into sin
2 Faithfulness in Service: A National Code for Personal Behaviour and the
Practice of Pastoral Ministry by Clergy and Church Workers, © The Anglican
Church of Australia Trust Corporation, 2004, 2005, 3rd edition–March 2006,
section 4.15, p. 15.
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(see 1 Cor. 11:3, 8–9; 1 Tim. 2:12–13). The New Testament
also indicates that different levels of power in relationships
still rightly operate within the community of those whose sin
has been taken away by Christ (see e.g. 1 Tim. 5:17).
Power ‘imbalance’ suggests something out of kilter that
needs to be corrected, presumably by seeking to restore a
more even balance. This can be needed where power is being
exercised without accountability beyond the limits of proper
authority, and a well-ordered society will have necessary
checks and balances built into it. But it may also be helpful to
recognise that a difference of power levels is inherent in the
nature of many relationships. Men tend to be physically
stronger than women.3 Adults will always be bigger and
stronger and more experienced than young children.4 Teachers
and elders exercise a moral authority over those whom they
teach or supervise.5 Employers and managers will, by nature
of the case, have more responsibility and decision-making
power than employees, who may well be glad for that to be
so.6 Rather than denying the inherent inequality of power in
these situations, it may be better to take this into account and
allow for it by moderating our behaviour accordingly. Rather
than calling it a ‘power imbalance’ in these cases, it may be
better to refer to it simply and neutrally as a ‘power differential’.
A realistic recognition of inherent power differentials can
be healthy and necessary. It could be that the apostle Peter is
3 As testified to in separate sporting competitions for women and men.
4 It would be interesting to know whether this explains the prevalence of

giants in many traditional children’s stories. The size difference between people
and giants tends to correspond to that between children and adults. Could the
story of ‘Jack the Giant-killer’, for instance, relate in some mythic way to
children trying to make their way in a world dominated by adults?
5 Hence the need for appropriate codes of conduct and pastoral guidelines.
6 This is not to deny the necessity for checks and balances in industrial
relations to guard against exploitation and ensure fairness.
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facing this reality when he calls the woman ‘the weaker sex
[literally ‘vessel’]’ (1 Pet. 3:7). The domestic violence figures
cited above—‘95–98% is male to female violence’, where
men take advantage of their brute strength—would tend to
bear this out. What Peter is saying is that this should be taken
into account and allowed for when the husband considers and
moderates his own behaviour:
Husbands, in the same way, show consideration for your wives in
your life together, paying honor to the woman as the weaker sex,
since they too are also heirs of the gracious gift of life—so that
nothing may hinder your prayers (1 Pet. 3:7).

That the woman, ‘with the lasting beauty of a gentle and
quiet spirit, which is very precious in God’s sight’, can come
to a point where she is able to ‘do what is good and never let
fears alarm you’ (1 Pet. 3:4, 6), or ‘let nothing terrify you’
(RSV), speaks of the rich resources of the gospel available
equally both to her and to her husband.
JOINT HEIRS OF THE GRACE OF LIFE
To understand this better, we would do well to look at the
Bible’s account of how the misuse of power in relationships
began, particularly between the woman and the man.
The relationship between man and woman in the beginning
is characterised by affinity: ‘bone of my bones and flesh of
my flesh’ (Gen. 2:23)—and oneness: ‘they become one flesh’
(Gen. 2:24). There is also present between them a subtle,
mutual, but real, power differential: ‘the LORD God caused a
deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then he took
one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib
that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a
woman and brought her to the man’ (Gen. 2:21–22); she is ‘a
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helper fit for him’ (Gen. 2:18, RSV). The way Paul expresses
it is:
. . . man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither
was man created for the sake of woman, but woman for the sake of
man (1 Cor. 11:8–9).

Thus Paul says that ‘the husband is the head of his wife’.
This is in the strongly relational context of ‘Christ is the head
of every man’ and ‘God is the head of Christ’ (1 Cor. 11:3).
We note that Paul here is talking about the man and the
woman as created, before the fall into sin. As long as all this
is in right relationship with God, there is also a profound
mutuality operating:
. . . in the Lord woman is not independent of man or man independent
of woman. For just as woman came from man, so man comes through
woman; but all things come from God (1 Cor. 11:11–12).

The subtlety, strength and tenderness of this relationship and
headship is difficult to put into words. Suffice it to say that
the man has a responsibility for the woman that the woman
does not have in the same way for the man.
It is the fall into sin that disjoints and disorders the
relationship between the woman and the man:
. . . your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you
(Gen. 3:16).

The man will seek to use his position now to dominate and
control the woman. The woman equally will seek, by whatever means available to her, to exercise control over the man.
This is the meaning of ‘your desire shall be for your husband’. In Genesis 4:7 the same word is used of sin ‘lurking at
the door’, seeking to take control of Cain: ‘its desire is for
you’. Just as sin was ready to get the better of Cain, so the
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woman’s desire will now be to get the better of her husband,
while he seeks to dominate her. This is not a good mix.
With the salvation that is in Christ, the man and the
woman, now cleansed from sin and rightly related to the headship and submission of Christ, are restored in rightly ordered
relationship with each other—the man in proper loving headship, and the woman in glad and respectful submission (as in
Eph. 5:21–33). Yet it seems that, as long as they remain in the
flesh, they still have a temptation and a propensity to revert to
the separation and rivalry of Genesis 3:16. Recognising this,
Paul sees it necessary to exhort them:
Wives, be subject to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands,
love your wives and never treat them harshly (Col. 3:18–19).

They are to recognise the power differential that is there, and
acknowledge their own propensity to misuse it, and in the
freedom of ‘love, which binds everything together in perfect
harmony’ (Col. 3:14), they are to moderate their behaviour
towards each other accordingly.

Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•

What can we see now of harmful power imbalance in
relationships that we did not discern before?

•

What is the difference between this harmful power imbalance and the natural power differential that exists in
many normal relationships?

•

How does the realistic recognition of a power differential
in relationships assist us to behave appropriately towards
each other?
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Power and the Image
of God
BORN TO RULE
We need to recognise that when we are exercising power in
life we are doing something that rightly comes very naturally
to us. A significant part of what it means to be made in the
image of God is that we are to rule in the creation, after the
manner that God rules over us all:
Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to
our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and
over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild
animals of the earth [Hebrew: and over all the earth], and over every
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:26).

In taking authority and ruling, we are simply exercising our
God-given dominion ‘over all the earth’. The promise to
Abraham with his descendents was ‘that he would inherit the
world’ (Rom. 4:13). In Daniel’s vision, when ‘one like a son
of man’ appears—the true human being—to him, along with
‘the holy ones of the Most High’, is given ‘dominion and
glory and kingship . . . an everlasting dominion that shall not
pass away’ (Dan. 7:14). Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Do not
be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to
give you the kingdom’ (Luke 12:32), that is, the kingship,
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authority, or rule. Paul the apostle told the Corinthians: ‘we
are to judge angels’ (1 Cor. 6:3). Of those who have been
‘ransomed for God’ by the blood of the Lamb, it is said: ‘they
will reign on earth’ (Rev. 5:9, 10). Ruling is in our make-up—
we have been created for it.
Little wonder, then, that we so often want to take charge
of a situation, and exercise control. We need to be mindful,
however, of the original conditions under which that dominion was bestowed. Made in God’s relational image,1 we were
to rule:
•
•
•

in relationship with God
in the blessing of God
for the purpose of God.

Here is how the original mandate was given:
So God created humankind in his image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.
God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of
the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that
moves upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:27–28).

The mandate, then, was to take this image and glory2 of
God—this intimate relationship we have with God—together
with the blessing He has given us to be able to carry it
through, and to fill the earth with it, and bring the whole of
creation under its dominion, until ‘all the earth shall be filled
with the glory of the LORD’ (Num. 14:21), or ‘the earth will
1 According to Gen. 5:1–3, to be in the ‘likeness’ and ‘image’ of someone is
equivalent to being related to that one as son to father. Thus Luke 3:38 speaks of
Adam as ‘son of God’.
2 See 1 Cor. 11:7.
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be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the
waters cover the sea’ (Hab. 2:14). This is the true exercise of
human dominion.
YOU WILL BE AS GOD
Into this noble exercise of human dominion, ‘that ancient
serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of
the whole world’ (Rev. 12:9), introduced a subtle but fatal
shift. A mighty angelic being created by God, he had fallen
into scornful pride well characterised by this ‘taunt against
the king of Babylon’ (Isa. 14:3):3
You said in your heart,
‘I will ascend to heaven;
above the stars of God
I will set my throne on high;
I will sit on the mount of assembly
in the far north;
I will ascend above the heights of the clouds,
I will make myself like the Most High’ (Isa. 14:13–14, RSV).

The temptation that the serpent brought to the woman and
the man was ‘you will be like God’ (Gen. 3:5). For those
already ‘in the likeness of God’ (Gen. 5:1), this meant to put
themselves in the position of God. To eat of ‘the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil’ (sometimes translated ‘the tree
of the knowledge of everything’4), forbidden by God, was to
seek to exercise the knowledge and power that is God’s
3 This passage, in which the king of Babylon is addressed as ‘Day Star’ or

‘Lucifer’ (‘bearer of light’)—a name also used for Satan (compare 2 Cor. 11:14,
‘angel of light’)—has been taken as descriptive of the dynamic operating in
Satan’s delusion and fall.
4 Good News Bible, Genesis 2:17, footnote.
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alone: to decide for themselves what is right and wrong,
apart from and over against God. It meant to take the plan and
purpose of God and usurp it to themselves for what they
perceived to be their own advantage. They would fill the earth
not with the glory of God but with the ‘glory’ of themselves.
Instead of the holy city that comes ‘down out of heaven from
God’ (Rev. 21:2), ‘whose architect and builder is God’ (Heb.
11:10), they would build their own city up from the earth,
‘with its top in the heavens’, to ‘make a name’ for themselves
(Gen. 11:4). But it would end up being the foul and alluring
harlot-city ‘Babylon’, that turns in on its own with hateful and
devouring desolation (see Rev. 17–18).
So much for submitting ourselves, in our supposed grasp
at ‘freedom’, to the tyranny of the ‘murderer’ and ‘liar’ and
‘thief’ who came ‘only to steal and kill and destroy’ (John
8:44; 10:10).

STRIKING A BLOW AT GOD
One of the ten commandments is:
You shall not murder (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:17).

Why should we not murder? Is it because dying is a bad thing
and so all killing is wrong? All of us end up dying one way or
another. Is it because a society that allows murder is a dangerous place and we might get killed? True as it is, that would be
a fairly self-serving reason for prohibiting murder.
God’s reason for prohibiting murder goes deeper than that,
and links it with humanity being in the image of God:
For your own lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning . . . each one
for the blood of another, I will require a reckoning for human life.
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Whoever sheds the blood of a human,
by a human shall that person’s blood be shed;5
for in his own image
God made humankind (Gen. 9:5–6).

To murder a human being is to strike a blow against one who
is in the image of God, and so to strike a blow at God Himself.
When someone murders another person, this striking a blow
against God actually takes the form of seeking to dethrone God
and act in His place. Whose responsibility is it to give life and
to take it away? Not ours, but God’s:
See now that I, even I, am he;
there is no god besides me.
I kill and I make alive;
I wound and I heal;
and no one can deliver from my hand (Deut. 32:39).6

For us to take into our own hands whether another person
lives or dies is for us to usurp the prerogative of God. It is to
make ourselves to be as God to that person, when we are not
God and never can be. This is the ultimate wrongful exercise
of power in a relationship.7
5 Does this contradict the command not to shed a person’s blood? Each

society must make up its own mind as to whether or not, and how much, it uses
capital punishment. In the Bible a distinction is made between the shedding of
innocent blood, with malice aforethought, and death by accident, or by the
command of God (see Num. 35:16–28; Deut. 19:4–7; 20:10–18; 21:1–9; 27:25;
13:6–11). God still retains the prerogative as to who should live and who should
die, and God often exercises this prerogative with mercy and forbearance (as in
Deut. 22:22, compared with 2 Sam. 12:7–14; John 8:1–11).
6 Note the order here: the making alive comes after the killing. So God’s
action in bringing death is still with a view to His purpose of life.
7 Seen in a TV documentary on an oppressive regime in a south-east Asian
country: a commanding officer taking some fellow officers out on nightly visits
to villages, where he would randomly select a villager and shoot him in the head
—for sport. His comment: ‘This is better even than having women’. That tells us
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The most damning exposure of murder as intending to
strike a death-blow against God comes out in the killing of
Jesus, where we are told that ‘the rulers of this age’, in their
culpable refusal to understand who Jesus was, ‘crucified the
Lord of glory’ and, in preference for a murderer, ‘killed the
Author of life, whom God raised from the dead’ (1 Cor. 2:8;
Acts 3:15). Jesus nailed their attitude in one of his parables:
This is the heir; come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours
(Mark 12:7).

ANGER AND MURDER
James traces acts of murder back to wrongful inner cravings
bent on self-satisfaction, outside of a right relationship with
God:
Those conflicts and disputes among you, where do they come from?
Do they not come from your cravings that are at war within you? You
want something and do not have it; so you commit murder. And you
covet something and cannot obtain it; so you engage in disputes and
conflicts. You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do
not receive, because you ask wrongly, in order to spend what you get
on your pleasures (James 4:1–3).

James goes on to say that in such a situation a person is ‘an
enemy of God’ (James 4:4).
Jesus himself traced murder back to its root cause of
anger and seeking to put another person down:
You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, ‘You shall
not murder’; and ‘whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.’ But I
that his raping of women was for him an exercise of power over another person,
and that purposeless murder was for him, perversely, the ultimate power kick.
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say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be
liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be
liable to the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ you will be liable to
the hell of fire (Matt. 5:21–22).

What is it that makes us angry? We get angry when things
don’t go the way we want them to, or are not the way we
think they should be.8 Anger can take various forms: frustration is anger with the lid on it; depression has been described
by one comedian as ‘anger with the enthusiasm taken out of
it’!
Who ever thought we were meant to get our own way?
Who really is in charge of the world, and decides how things
are going to be? God, who ‘accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will’ (Eph. 1:11). We have decided to
accomplish all things according to our own counsel and will.
This will never match up with the way things really are, and
so we will be angry. The way I want things to go will also
clash with the way you want things to go, so I will be angry
with you, and you might get a little bit angry with me. And so
we will take it out on each other. Even if we are restrained
from murdering each other, we have still as good as wished
each other dead. So Jesus virtually equates wrongful anger
with murder, and says that they are both as bad as each other.
Is there such a thing as righteous anger? Are there not
plenty of wrong things in this world that we should be angry
about? I think we can have righteous anger—for about two
seconds, before it degenerates into something else! We all
have our own motives, and our motives are rarely pure. The
only properly sustained righteous anger would be God’s anger
or wrath against our evil and sin. ‘God is a righteous judge,
and a God who has indignation every day’ (Ps. 7:11)—at our
8 For a developed treatment of anger—human and divine—see Geoffrey

Bingham, Angry Heart or Tranquil Mind? (NCPI, 1984).
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evil and sin. In our sinful condition, we may even get angry at
God for daring to oppose His holy love to what we may be
doing!9
THE END OF ANGER
One of the most fearful judgements of God is reserved for
those whose anger is without end:
Thus says the LORD:
For three transgressions of Edom,
and for four, I will not revoke the punishment;
because he pursued his brother with the sword
and cast off all pity;
he maintained his anger perpetually,
and kept his wrath forever (Amos 1:11).

Why should God be so against those who keep wrath for
ever? God’s wrath always serves the purposes of His love.
Once it has done its job, it comes to an end.
The place where God’s wrath comes finally to its end is at
the cross. There we see God’s wrath fully and finally expended
on sin, and fully borne for us in and by God’s Son (see Mark
14:27; 15:33–34; Rom. 8:3; Gal. 3:13; 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Pet.
2:24). This is where God has ‘cast all our sins into the depths
of the sea’ (Micah 7:19), and replaced them with God’s favour
and approval in His Son.
This is where our anger, and our desire to control people
and things from which it arises, and the murderous intentions
that result, also come to their end. When we see God taking
our murderous anger into Himself, and bearing it out to
9 See further: ‘Wrath—the Pressure of God’s Holy Love’, in Martin Bleby,
God’s Holy Love: For Newcomers to Christian Faith (NCPI, Second Edition
2001), pp. 46–51.
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extinction for us, our feeble objections are shamed to silence,
our embittered consciences are purified and brought to peace,
our misdirected hearts are realigned in His overwhelming
love, and all our warped desires are consumed in His wholesome satisfaction of our deepest longings. This is where we
discover that what we meant for harm, God intended for our
good (as in Gen. 50:20), and that the one we crucified and
killed by lawless hands was actually ‘delivered up according
to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God’ to wipe out
our sins, in order that ‘times of refreshing may come from the
presence of the Lord’ (Acts 2:23; 3:19, RSV). God is indeed
sovereign over all things—even over our evil—and we are not.
Truly God is the One ‘who accomplishes all things according
to his counsel and will’ (Eph. 1:11), and we can gladly allow
our foolish little plans and posturings to be consigned to the
scrap heap. Here we find that our anger, that ‘does not produce God’s righteousness’ (James 1:20), is turned by God to
His praise (as in Ps. 76:10).
Here, in a right relationship with God, enabled by the
great blessing of Christ, we can learn to exercise our Godgiven dominion, in keeping with God’s glorious purpose for
His whole creation.

Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•
•
•
•

What have we known of the desire to take charge
situations to effect good outcomes?
What have we seen of this desire being distorted
preserve ourselves and do harm to others?
What have we known of wanting to be God ourselves
our own lives and in the lives of other people?
What have we experienced of our anger being laid
rest?
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God and Power
POWER BELONGS TO GOD 1
We have looked at the power differential that is present in
relationships between human persons. Given that this is so,
what is the power differential between God and creatures?
How does God conduct Himself in that? Does God ‘moderate’
His behaviour accordingly, to make allowance for that? If so,
how does He go about it? Are these appropriate questions to
ask, or does God operate according to a different framework
altogether?
1 There are a number of NCPI publications that deal with this issue.

Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Weakness of Man and the Power of God (Christian
Teaching Series No. 1, 1974) is a small and thorough coverage. It teaches about the
powerlessness of human beings of themselves, and the incredible abundance of
strength and power we have from God in Christ by the Holy Spirit.
Deane Meatheringham’s short study, The Weakness of God and the Power of
Man (NCPI, Blackwood, 1981), shows how God, in what appears to the world to be
His ‘weakness’, has overcome the prideful ‘power’ of sinful human beings, and
how it is in our weakness that God’s living power is revealed. Geoffrey Bingham’s
small book, The Authority and Submission of Love (NCPI, Blackwood, 1982),
leaves the reader with the upending conviction that true authority and love are the
same thing.
Ian D. Pennicook, Power in the Church (NCPI, Blackwood, 1997), says that the
power we have is the proclamation of the gospel, not as ‘the mere imparting of
information’ but as that spoken in ‘the wonder of the unity of the preachers with the
one whom they proclaim’ (p. 62), who Himself in that word transforms the hearers,
as He has already transformed the proclaimer.

Power in Relationships
The Scriptures are replete with attributions of power to
God:
Once God has spoken;
twice have I heard this:
that power belongs to God,
and steadfast love belongs to you, O LORD.
For you repay to all
according to their work (Ps. 62:11–12).

It is interesting to note that God’s ‘power’ here is matched by
His ‘steadfast love’. The parallelism of Hebrew poetry may
even indicate that these two are one and the same thing. It is
exercised here in the payment of just reward and retribution,
and all are accountable to Him.
The power God has belongs to Him as the One who has
created all things:
You are worthy, our Lord and God,
to receive glory and honor and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they existed and were created (Rev. 4:11).

Thus David extolled the extent of God’s power in all things:
Blessed are you, O LORD, the God of our ancestor Israel, forever and
ever. Yours, O LORD, are the greatness, the power, the glory, the victory, and the majesty; for all that is in the heavens and on the earth is
yours; yours is the kingdom, O LORD, and you are exalted as head
above all. Riches and honor come from you, and you rule over all. In
your hand are power and might; and it is in your hand to make great
and to give strength to all. And now, our God, we give thanks to you
and praise your glorious name . . . For all things come from you . . .
(1 Chron. 29:10–14).

The Son of God shares fully in this power, as ‘He is the
reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very
being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word’ (Heb.
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1:3). God’s power is exercised particularly by God’s action in
Christ to save humanity and bring creation to its intended goal:
Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might
and honor and glory and blessing! (Rev. 5:12).

Christ in this saving action is himself ‘the power of God and
the wisdom of God’ (1 Cor. 1:24). Christ ‘was crucified in
weakness, but lives by the power of God’ (2 Cor. 13:4). It is
by virtue of this victory, and the judgements that come with
it, that it is said of God:
. . . you have taken your great power
and begun to reign (Rev. 11:17).

This power is conveyed in the announcement of God’s
saving action. The gospel is itself ‘the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith’ (Rom. 1:16). Paul also calls it
‘the message about [of] the cross’, of which he says:
. . . to us who are being saved it is the power of God (1 Cor. 1:18).

This is brought through ‘by the power of the Spirit of God’
(Rom. 15:19), when it is testified to by those who have received
‘power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you’ (Acts 1:8),
and who speak it ‘not in word only, but also in power and in the
Holy Spirit and with full conviction’ (1 Thess. 1:5).
The references to innate human weakness or powerlessness
apart from God (as in Rom. 5:6: ‘while we were still weak’),
such that ‘All flesh is grass’ (Isa. 40:6, RSV), highlight the
reality that ‘power belongs to God’, and that any power
exercised by human beings is God’s, and derives from God.2
2 Compare the related notion, ‘there is no authority except from God, and
those authorities that exist have been instituted by God’ (Rom. 13:1)—whether
they exercise it poorly or well.
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Here, then, is a vast ‘power differential’, if we are going to see
it in those terms. How does God conduct Himself in that? The
Scriptures make clear that God exercises His power for the
good of His creation:
Whilst we may see this power as awesome, it is also very gentle and
tender. God is as concerned with a sparrow falling as He is with the
might of a mountain. He knows every hair of a man’s head. Also His
power is personal. Ephesians 1:20 tells us that God’s power works
towards us. Ephesians 3:20 and Philippians 2:13 tells us that God’s
power is working, or energizing within us. Romans 1:20 tells us that
the whole creation beats out the message of God’s invisible nature.
The visible things let us know God’s eternal power and deity. So
Psalm 19:1 says that the heavens declare the glory of God.
There is another use of His power, which at first seems grim and
even fierce. It is God’s implacable opposition to evil, and His determination to destroy it utterly and obliterate it from His universe. This
may seem to be a negative use of power, but it works for a positive
end—the entire renewal of all things which He has created . . . God,
using His power to create, uses it also to sustain and renew, and bring
to perfection that which He has created.3

This is well expressed in ‘the last words of David’ where, by
revelation from God, the true exercise of human power is
modelled on that which has been experienced from God:
The God of Israel has spoken,
the Rock of Israel has said to me:
One who rules over people justly,
ruling in the fear of God,
is like the light of morning,
like the sun rising on a cloudless morning,
gleaming from the rain on the grassy land.
Is not my house like this with God?
For he has made with me an everlasting covenant,
3 Geoffrey C. Bingham, The Weakness of Man and the Power of God, pp. 1–2.
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ordered in all things and secure.
Will he not cause to prosper all my help and my desire?
But the godless are all like thorns that are thrown away;
for they cannot be picked up with the hand;
to touch them one uses an iron bar
or the shaft of a spear.
And they are entirely consumed in fire on the spot
(2 Sam. 23:3–7).

The true exercise of power—the way God goes about it, and
the way those who know and fear God go about it—benefits
those towards whom it is exercised, like the sun coming up
in the morning, and like the rain on the grass (compare Matt.
5:45). It also clears out whatever is evil, without compromising with it or being tainted by it.

LET US BREAK THEIR CHAINS,
AND THROW OFF THEIR FETTERS
This positive view of God’s power and its exercise has been
deliberately misinterpreted and misconstrued by human beings
in their sin. Humanity’s catch-cry is now that of the rulers and
peoples of the earth who have set themselves against God and
His Messiah:
Why do the nations conspire,
and the peoples plot in vain?
The kings of the earth set themselves,
and the rulers take counsel together,
against the LORD and his anointed, saying,
‘Let us burst their bonds asunder,
and cast their cords from us’ (Ps. 2:1–3).

We now tend to view and misrepresent God through the distorted lens of our sin-determined experience and our own
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misuse of power. We see God’s power over us as oppressive,
even abusive, and as that which can and must be shaken off.4
This is particularly so when God is spoken of in connection with judgement. For some it has become commonplace
to deride any notion of a God who brings suffering or judgement to bear. This is even characterised as the promotion and
perpetuation of power abuse in relationships. Some who have
experienced abusive human relationships are not willing to
contemplate a relationship with God—especially not as Father
—on the basis of this misunderstanding.
Those of this opinion who wish to retain some belief in
God find themselves obliged to recast their understanding of
God to exclude any participation on God’s part in the bringing
of suffering and judgement. This necessarily discounts vast
swathes of both the Old and New Testaments. Some settle for
a God who empathises and suffers with us, but who cannot be
held responsible for anything untoward that happens to us.
P. T. Forsyth observes tellingly:
. . . a God who is merely or mainly sympathetic is not the Christian
God . . . a sympathy which has no help in it mocks us with an
enlargement of our own sensitive impotence, which means so much
better than it can . . . We must have a sympathy that can not only help
but save, save to the uttermost, save for ever, and not only bless but
redeem. Nay, far more, we must have, for the entire confidence of
faith, a sympathy that has redeemed, and already triumphs in a
conclusive salvation . . . Even a loving God is really God not because
4 As in the song:
God’s O.K.
’Cos He’s my mate,
But there’s one thing
That I hate:
There’s gonna be
One hell of a fuss
If he thinks He’s any better
Than one of us.

(New Creation Hymn Book, no. 283).
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He loves, but because He has power to subdue all things to the
holiness of His love, and even sin itself to His love as redeeming
grace.5

Isaiah had no doubts about God’s entire responsibility for
both judgement and blessing:
. . . I am the LORD and there is no other.
I form light and create darkness,
I make weal and create woe;
I the LORD do all these things (Isa. 45:6–7).

It is because God is in charge of both that He can be legiti–
mately prayed to with regard to each, if the people would
have it so:
The people did not turn to him who struck them,
or seek the LORD of hosts (Isa. 9:13).

A COSMIC CHILD ABUSER?
In particular, the understanding that God gave his Son up to
suffering and death on the cross is characterised as abusive,
and as promoting and justifying abuse. One prominent example of this is in the writings of Steve Chalke,6 Christian leader
and social activist based in the UK.7 Chalke caricatures this
5 P. T. Forsyth, The Cruciality of the Cross, NCPI, Blackwood (1910), 1984,

pp. 58–60.
6 Information in this paragraph and fn. 11 from:
<http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2005/05/is-atonement-child-abuse.html>, and
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steve_Chalke>, accessed 26th November 2007.
7 An ordained Baptist minister, Steve Chalke has been active for over twenty
years in delivering housing, education, training, youthwork, and healthcare in
countries around the world, and in 2004 was awarded an MBE by the Queen for
his services to social inclusion. He is also the Chair of Stop The Traffik, a global
coalition of over 700 charities in 60 countries that is working to stop the buying
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understanding of the cross as ‘a form of cosmic child abuse
—a vengeful Father, punishing his Son for an offense he has
not even committed’, and dismisses it as a ‘twisted version
of events’ which is ‘morally dubious and a huge barrier to
faith’.8 If any are presenting the action of the cross in that
gross way, then let them take stock. But we may also be up
against some who will seek to distort a legitimate biblical
understanding of the action of the cross, as a way of not
facing it, to avoid being confronted by it, or to pursue some
other agenda.9
Some who take exception to the notion that God ‘did not
withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us’ (Rom.
8:32)—that is, to death on the cross10—are so forceful in their
objections, that we may be tempted to soft-pedal our own
adherence to it. Such statements as: ‘Can anyone imagine a
and selling of people, and is the official holder of the Guinness World Record for
the largest amount of sponsorship money ever raised by an individual through a
single event, running the London Marathon, as well as becoming the fastest
money-generating sportsperson in history, by raising over £1,855 million in 3
hours 58 minutes 40 seconds. One hesitates to take exception to something said
by one with such a record. Nevertheless, each of us, whoever we are, is responsible for what we say, and can be held accountable for it.
8 Steve Chalke and Alan Mann, The Lost Message of Jesus (Zondervan,
2003), p. 182, cited in D. A. Carson, Becoming Conversant with the Emerging
Church (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 2005), p. 185. Such a statement has provoked
debate and division within evangelical Christianity, with such respected persons
as John Piper, D. A. Carson, J. I. Packer, and N. T. Wright weighing in to the
fray. We are happy to leave them to it, and do not wish to get onto the
bandwagon with them, but simply to note that it is in the air.
9 J. I. Packer, perhaps rightly, calls it a ‘supremely silly . . . smartypants
notion’ (Penal Substitution Revisited, <http://www.reformation21.org>). Even so,
that this notion is increasingly held by numbers of serious-minded persons means
that it is not going to go away easily.
10 The word for ‘gave . . . up’, parevdwken paredōken, is the same word used
by Paul in Rom 1:24, 26, 28 for the giving up of sinners to the outworking of
what is in their hearts, in the action of God’s wrath. It is also the word used for
Judas’ betrayal of Jesus in e.g. Luke 22:6. Compare Acts 2:23.
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more obsessional phantasm . . . than that of a God who
demands the torturing of his own son to death as satisfaction
for his anger?’11 and ‘a process in which one member of the
community of God masochistically endures the excruciating
pain that another member of the community of God sadistically inflicts on him’12—these can give us pause and make us
consider whether our presentation of the action of the cross
gives the lie to them, or plays into their hands.
Is there a way to think about this biblically and responsibly? How might we rightly present the action of the cross of
Christ in a way that truly testifies to the love of God?—as in
the first letter of John:
. . . God is love. God’s love was revealed among us in this way: God
sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him. In
this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his
Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4:8–10).

To receive that rightly will enable us to operate rightly in our
relationships with each other:
Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one
another (1 John 4:11).

11 Antoine Vergote, cited in Headley Beare’s précis of ‘Bringing Jesus out of

Captivity’, chapter 1 of Diarmid O’Murchu, Catching up with Jesus (Crossroad
Publishing Co., New York, 2005), in Common Theology, volume 2, number 6,
Winter 2007, p. 11.
12 D. Soelle, Suffering (Fortress Pr., Philadelphia, 1988), p. 27, cited in Dave
Andrews, ‘The Crux of the Struggle—The Place of the Cross in the Process of
Transformation’, Zadok Paper S114A, Winter 2001, p. 1. Dave Andrews, his
wife Ange, and their family, have lived and worked in intentional communities
with marginalised and disadvantaged groups of people in Asia and Australia for
the last thirty years.
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Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•

•

What is our attitude towards God’s power: both as
‘gentle and tender . . . personal’, and as that ‘which at
first seems grim and even fierce’?
How has the notion of God as an abuser of power
impacted our faith? How would we formulate a response
to it?
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God’s Power of Love in
Creation, Cross and
Consummation
THE RELATIONAL CREATOR
We may need first to revise any false or deficient understandings of God that remain as a hangover from our sinful and
rebellious mindset, and the philosophies that give expression
to that. When we view and misrepresent God through the
distorted lens of our sin-determined experience and our own
misuse of power it is likely that we will think of God as a despot, and see God’s power over us as oppressive and abusive.
A good antidote to that will be God’s revelation of Himself
conveyed through the text of Scripture.
Terence Fretheim1 has drawn attention to elements in the
text of Genesis 1 and 2 that depict God, not as a lone, unilateral, all-powerful, independent Deity in absolute control, but
rather as a God who keeps company, is intentionally interdependent with what He makes, and shares power with the
non-human creation and the human creatures in such a way
1 Terence E. Fretheim, Elva B. Lovell Professor of Old Testament at Luther
Seminary, St Paul, Minnesota, in ‘God created the world good, not perfect’, a
Public Lecture at the Adelaide College of Divinity Campus, Brooklyn Park SA,
20th November 2007.
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that they participate with Him in the creative activity, as He
comes to work from within the world, rather than upon the
world from the outside.
When God said, ‘Let the earth put forth vegetation’ (Gen.
1:11), ‘Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures’
(Gen. 1:20), and ‘Let the earth bring forth living creatures of
every kind’ (Gen. 1:24), He was not just creating by divine
fiat—He was calling upon already-existing creatures to participate in the creative process as material for creating other
creatures. Similarly, the ‘vegetation’ was ‘plants yielding seed
of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit with the
seed in it’ (Gen. 1:12)—containing within themselves the
means for ongoing creation. So also God spoke directly with
His blessing to the sea creatures and the birds: ‘Be fruitful and
multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply
on the earth’ (Gen. 1:22).
When it comes to the human creation, the ‘Let us make
. . . in our image, according to our likeness’ (Gen. 1:26),
indicates that God, in the making of human beings, is not
speaking or acting as one alone. There is an ‘us-ness’ in God
that indicates some kind of relational participation on God’s
part, through conversation, dialogue and interaction, in the
creation of human beings in God’s image. 2 The man and the
2 Fretheim, with most modern scholars, takes this to be a reference to the
‘divine council’, the ‘myriad of holy ones . . . a host of his own’ (Deut. 33:1),
possibly referred to in the designation ‘LORD God of hosts’. Fretheim’s point would
be that God somehow involves the divine council with Him in the creation of
humankind. (Certainly the influential translation of Isa. 6:3 as ‘God of power and
might’—as in A Prayer Book for Australia, p. 128—rather than the literal ‘LORD
God of hosts’ sadly characterises God wholly in terms of Almightiness, rather than
as One who keeps company with others!) Fretheim acknowledges, however, that
there is no direct reference in Gen. 1 to any ‘divine council’, and that Gen. 1:27 and
9:6 speak only of the ‘image of God’, not of God and the divine council. This
suggests that 1:26 indicates some kind of plurality within God, which has given
room for a later Christian Trinitarian interpretation.
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woman are also invited to participate in the ongoing creative
process by being fruitful and multiplying, filling, subduing (as
God Himself did with the ‘formless void and darkness’ of
Gen. 1:2), and having dominion. The sabbath rest of God has
a sense of letting the creatures be what they have been created
to be, with a bit of breathing space, in mutual appreciation and
interdependence with God. In Genesis 2, it would appear that
God has come down, in a massive act of divine self-limitation,
apparently in human-like form, to get ‘dirt under the divine
fingernails’ in the messy business of forming the man and
breathing directly into him ‘the breath of life’, planting a
garden, and getting trees to grow out of the ground. God is
remarkably free in bringing each creature to the man, getting
the man to name them, and abiding by the man’s decision.
The man’s disinclination to be content to settle for any of the
animals as ‘a helper fit for him’ prompts God to again become
involved directly in the messy hands-on surgery that brought
forth the woman.
All of this depicts a God not authoritarian and removed, but
directly engaged in the hazardous, disorderly, even suffering
processes of ongoing creation, drawing both human and nonhuman elements into participation with Him in the creative
action—a God almost prone, if we can put it this way, to
incarnation! If we are made in the image of this God, then we
will be along these lines also.
MUTUAL INDWELLING
We will see that underlying much of our sinful thinking is a
preferred sense of being separate, independent, and over
against one another as persons, each with our own independent patch of ground on which we stand, from which we
attempt to relate with one another, often in a somewhat
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prickly fashion. This is especially true when we feel under an
obligation to others that we want to somehow pay off so we
can be free of it. We will see that Jesus has broken through
that with something far richer, more generous, and of a much
larger—eternal—dimension. Jesus came with God’s love—
the love that is in God, the love that is from God to us and to
the world.
The sinful independent perspective was no part of Jesus’
own experience or teaching. No way could Jesus ever contemplate any separateness or over-against-ness between himself
and the Father. The reality for Jesus was always:
. . . I am in the Father and the Father is in me (John 14:10, 11).

The notion of being ‘in’ another person may seem strange to
us, who make a practice of separateness. But do we not get a
taste of it in, say, a marriage, or a close friendship? Where
one person is so much inside the other person’s mind and
heart that they know what the other person is thinking and
feeling, and what the other person is going to say before they
say it? That is something of the order of the oneness in
relationship that is between the Father, the Son and the
Spirit, that Jesus brought into the human environment, for us
to experience with him.
This is the love that Jesus knew, and wanted us to know
with him. He spoke of a time when we would experience this:
On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and
I in you (John 14:20).

The love-union between the Father and the Son covered and
filled the whole of life:
The Father loves the Son and has placed all things in his hands (John
3:35).
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The Father holds nothing back of Himself, in His giving to
the Son. The Son knows and lives in that love, and loves the
Father in the flow of this:
The Father loves the Son and shows him all that he himself is
doing . . . (John 5:20).
Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing on his own, but only
what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does, the Son
does likewise (John 5:19).

Everything the Son says and does is nothing other than what
the Father says and does, that the Father showers him with,
in their closeness with each other:
Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me?
The words that I say to you I do not speak on my own; but the Father
who dwells in me does his works. Believe me that I am in the Father
and the Father is in me (John 14:10–11).

Making room, giving full hospitality to—this is the meaning
of the word perichoresis, which the church fathers used to
describe this divine mutual indwelling. No less is the Spirit
involved:
He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for he gives the
Spirit without measure. The Father loves the Son and has placed all
things in his hands (John 3:34–35).

Jesus was praying that this love would be known by those
who believe in him:
As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in
us . . . so that the love with which you have loved me may be in them,
and I in them (John 17:21, 26).

When was Jesus praying that? Just before he went to the
cross to give his life.
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THE POWER OF GOD’S LOVE IN THE CROSS
Jesus had said that when he was ‘lifted up’ on the cross to
die (compare John 12:32–33), then we would see and know
the love of the Father and the Son:
When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will realize that I
am he, and that I do nothing on my own, but I speak these things as
the Father instructed me (John 8:28).

In the action of the cross is focussed all the love of the Father
for the Son:
For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order
to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my
own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it up
again. I have received this command from my Father (John 10:17–18).

Jesus is doing this freely, without obligation, in full obedience. Here also is where we find the love of the Son for the
Father:
. . . I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may
know that I love the Father (John 14:31).

What is it about the action of the cross that makes it the
ultimate expression of the Son’s love for the Father? Here the
Son sees the Father doing what the Father has ever been
doing: giving Himself, holding nothing back—as he has
always been towards His creation (as in 2 Sam. 23:1–7)—but
doing it now in a way that He has never done before: giving
His all in His Son, so that there was nothing more that He
could give: ‘He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave
him up for all of us’ (Rom. 8:32). Jesus is loving the Father by
joining in this action of the Father’s heart and doing likewise.
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Why does the Father love the Son as he lays down his life
on the cross? Because there the Father sees the Son doing
what has always been in the Father’s heart—giving his all,
holding nothing back, until there was nothing more that he
could give, in the action with the Father of the Father’s love
for us.
How is this love for us? Well:
. . . God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.
Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him (John
3:16–17).

Here we were, condemned and perishing, and here was God,
giving His Son to that condemnation and death, so that we
might live. What would have happened if He had not done
that? We would still be stuck in all our sin, and we would end
up in hell. What if God had said: ‘I love My Son more than I
love you, so I will save him from death, and you can go on to
hell’? He didn’t say that. So what was He saying? In giving
My Son up to that condemnation and death for you, I am
loving you no less than I love My Son! This shows us that true
love is without measure—it cannot be ‘more’ or ‘less’. If it
were ‘more’ or ‘less’ towards one or another, it would not be
true love.
This was the love that Jesus prayed we would know and
be in, as he went to the cross:
Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be
with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me
because you loved me before the foundation of the world. Righteous
Father, the world does not know you, but I know you; and these know
that you have sent me. I made your name known to them, and I will
make it known, so that the love with which you have loved me may
be in them, and I in them (John 17:24–26).
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This love-union, this mutual indwelling, this total self-giving,
leaves no room for any separateness or over-against-ness, and
dispels any notion that the Father was doing anything untoward with regard to the Son, or the Son was doing anything
inappropriate with regard to the Father.
This love, displayed and communicated on the cross, is the
true love, and the true power. This is the love that we are now
in, if we belong to Christ through faith. We are still to be
mindful of temptations to pride, and to make due provision
against it:
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to
think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think
with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God
has assigned (Rom. 12:3).

We are also to resist the tendency, that our flesh is still prone
to, of seeking to control others:
Do not lord it over those in your charge . . . (1 Pet. 5:3).

To live in this love of Christ is the willing abandonment of
this kind of power-play:
Jesus called them and said to them, ‘You know that among the
Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them,
and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you;
but whoever wishes to become great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of
all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to
give his life a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:42–45).

It would appear that the power of God’s love in the action of
the cross sets our sinful notions of power on their head.
What, then, is the nature of this power of love?
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THE POWER OF GOD’S VULNERABILITY
When Paul the apostle wanted to show the Philippians how
they were to relate with each other, he pointed them to the
coming of the Son of God in human flesh, and to the action
of the cross:
Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard
others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own
interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you
that was in Christ Jesus,
who, though he was [literally, being] in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited,
but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness (Phil. 2:3–7).

When Jesus was ‘conceived by the Holy Spirit’, when from
his eternity as God he submitted himself to the miniscule and
entirely vulnerable processes of human conception, and consented to be a naked child coming out from between his
mother’s legs, that was no come-down, no great condescension; that was fully expressive of God’s own self-emptying
and self-giving.
When God created the world, the universe, it was a fearful
hazard. He could have just stayed as God—and that would
have been fine—rather than going to all this trouble, with the
possibility that it could all go badly wrong. But that is not the
way God is: God poured Himself out in the action of creation, so that it would not be just God and that’s all, hanging
on to all that God has and is and keeping it to Himself. God
made it so that there is God and others—God poured out
Himself from Himself into others at His own expense.
We hold back from that kind of risk, and to that extent we
are not Godlike. God continues every day to pour Himself
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out for His creation. Remember David’s great revelation as
to how God rules His universe: like the sun coming up in the
morning and like the rain on the grass—not by exploiting it
but by serving it for its good—and ridding His creation of
evil like taking a crowbar to a heap of thorns and bundling
them into the fire (2 Sam. 23:1–7).
P. T. Forsyth said that the coming of the Son of God in
human flesh was not contrary to God’s Almightiness, but
was the ultimate expression of it. If God could not enter into
humanity in that way, His power would be fatally limited ‘to
all that is outside human nature’. ‘The power to limit
Himself into man is an essential part of His infinite power.’3
Because he was in the form of God—as the very expression
of being in the form of God4—that is what the Son of God
did. He was ‘conceived by the Holy Spirit’. It was a true act
of God.
Self-emptying is one thing, self-humbling is another. The
Son of God did not humble himself to be born in human likeness. Human beings are in the image of God! God’s own offspring! So it is no come-down, no humiliation, for the Son of
God to enter humanity—it is of a piece with how God is. But
Paul then goes on to say:
And being found in human form,
he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross (Phil. 2:7–8).

The humbling is the ultimate extension of the self-emptying
—going all the way with it. God has created human beings to
be other than Himself, but to be related with God after His
3 P. T. Forsyth, God the Holy Father, NCPI, Blackwood 1987 (1957), p. 33.
4 Note that there is no ‘though he was’ in the original Greek of Phil. 2:6.

That has been inserted by the translators—an indication of how entrenched the
misconceptions of our sinful human mindset are?
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image. Rather than pouring ourselves out, in the way God’s
love operates, we have instead set ourselves up to grasp to
ourselves and exploit all that is. God, to see His creation
through to how He intended it to be, consistent with Himself,
then goes on in the way of humbling Himself: exposing
Himself to the evil, entering in to the pain and guilt and
shame, not holding back. To be a naked baby is one thing,
which is innocent enough, but to be stripped naked as an
adult man, and hung up in public view on a cross—that is
humiliation. And it took all the resources of the eternal Spirit
of God to carry that through to the end in the way that gave
that full expression of God as He is.
This love is true power:
Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:9–11).

Our natural sinful tendency is to see Christ’s exaltation as
the opposite of his humbling, as if the Father were giving
Christ some consolation prize or compensatory reward for
what he has gone through. Paul’s point in saying ‘Therefore . . .’ is that the humbling itself was the greatest thing, the
point of highest exaltation, that which invests Christ with
Lordship over all. We still tend to see power as opposed to
weakness. Paul, however, says that Christ ‘was crucified in
weakness’ (2 Cor. 13:4), and that this weakness itself is ‘the
power of God’—‘God’s weakness is stronger than human
strength’ (1 Cor. 1:23–25).
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It is the strength of this weakness and humility that is at
work in us, and that we carry into our relationships with one
another:
Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only
in my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your
own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in
you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure
(Phil. 2:12–13).

LOVE’S WORD
This understanding of the power of God’s vulnerability in
love at the cross, and its consistency with the whole of God’s
creating, redeeming and glorifying action, came to me in
poetic form after I had accepted that Jesus was subject to the
wrath of God on humanity in his abandonment and suffering
on the cross.5 This poem was written during a retreat in 1982:
Word into darkness
(Spirit holding)
life unfolding
taming chaos
naming me.
Silence broken
—One has spoken—
Love’s risk.
Word in outer darkness
hung
unsung
wearing sin
bearing—me.
Through the paining
Spirit straining—
Love’s separation.
5 See further: Martin Bleby, The Vinedresser: An Anglican Meets Wrath and

Grace (NCTM, Blackwood, 1985).
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God’s Power of Love in Creation,
Cross and Consummation
Word returning to the Father
glory taking
making sons
waking singing
bringing me!
Spirit filling
all things thrilling—
LOVE’S ACHIEVEMENT.

Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•

•

•

Reflect on the Genesis 1 depiction of God ‘as a God who
keeps company, is intentionally interdependent with what
He makes, and shares power with the non-human creation
and the human creatures in such a way that they participate with Him in the creative activity, as He comes to
work from within the world, rather than upon the world
from the outside’. How is this different from the understanding of God that we have held previously? What does
it tell us about the nature of humanity made in the image
of this God?
What did Jesus mean when he said: ‘I am in the Father
and the Father is in me’ (John 14:10, 11)? How does
that affect the notion that on the cross the Father was
doing anything untoward with regard to the Son, or the
Son was doing anything inappropriate with regard to the
Father?
What is the power of God’s vulnerability in love at the
cross? What difference might that make in our relationships with each other?
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OBLIGATION AND LOVE
God’s love, seen in the blazing light of the cross of Christ, is
full and overflowing, intimate, self-giving, vulnerable, liberating, and empowering. Our guilt is taken away, and our sin forgiven. We are children of God, and fellow-heirs with Christ,
loved by the Father no less than the beloved Son. To be loved
like that, and to be in that love towards others, is to live in
great freedom.
Yet, as we have seen, the pressure to return to some kind of
bondage is very strong. This pressure comes from any sense
of unresolved guilt—real or imagined—that places us under
some kind of obligation. We find it difficult to believe that
such love can come freely without some strings attached. We
find ourselves putting conditions, limits and control levers on
our own loving. Can we know the full freedom of the love of
God in our lives, or must we always be bound by some sense
of obligation?
In Romans 13:8, the apostle Paul makes a powerful statement:
Owe no one anything, except to love one another . . .

The Greek word ‘owe’ (ojfeivlete, opheilete) means, literally, ‘be in debt to’, but also ‘be under an obligation to’, and
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so ‘have a duty towards’.1 At first sight, the statement may
appear to contradict itself, as if to say: ‘Owe no one anything—except to love one another—which is everything’! It
may have something of that force.
Commentators are divided on the meaning of the word
‘except’ (eij mh, ei mē), as to whether it relates the owing to
the loving in some way, or opposes them to each other. Is
love something that we owe to each other, or is it, in contrast
to owing, something that we simply give freely, without
obligation?
The most common interpretation is that ‘to love one
another’ is the ultimate form of obligation that far surpasses
all others. Attention is drawn to the previous verse, where
Paul has said, ‘Pay to all what is due [ta;" ojfeilav", tas
opheilas]’. So, ‘Owe no one anything’ means have no outstanding debts. But, it is said, Paul then goes on to imply that
there is one debt that can never be repaid, and is always
outstanding—the debt of love towards others. Origen (c. 185–
254 AD) is commonly cited:
The debt of charity is permanent, and we are never quit of it; for we
must pay it daily and yet always owe it.2

To speak of love in terms of debt, even inexhaustible debt,
may be an interesting way of playing with words, but a
certain heaviness can descend on our spirits when love is
spoken of in this way. While our fleshly selves may welcome
the opportunity to rise to such a challenge, yet at the same
time we sense within ourselves a dull despair that we could
never fully bear such a burden.
1 See Matthew Black, Romans, New Century Bible Commentary, Eerdmans,
Grand Rapids, 1981, p. 161.
2 C. H. Dodd, The Epistle of Paul to the Romans, Collins, Fontana Books,
London, 1959, p. 212.
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C. K. Barrett in his translation uses an adversative ‘but’
to make a contrast between owing and loving: ‘Owe no man
anything, but you ought to love one another’. This is strongly
argued against on the grounds of textual detail by
C. E. B. Cranfield;3 though James Dunn doubts ‘whether
Paul formulated the phrase with such precision in mind’.4
John Murray translates it: ‘Owe no man anything; only do
love one another’, in a way that does ‘not state an express
exception to what precedes but only another consideration or
reservation relevant to what has been stated’. In this, he says,
contra Origen, ‘love is not regarded as a debt unpaid, nor is
there any reflection upon the inexhaustible debt which love
involves’, though he does say, ‘the apostle is simply
reminding us of what we owe in the matter of love’, and
‘love is a perpetual obligation’.5
Others see the two—owing and loving—as juxtaposed or
thrown together by Paul to make a telling point. James Dunn,
backed up by Matthew Black’s research into Aramaic equivalents, observes: ‘the exhortation has the force of an epigram
(with an epigram’s formal ambiguity)’.6 This at least does not
try to say that love and obligation are the same thing.
Could it be that Paul is contrasting obligation and love,
and is saying that the believer in Christ is no longer subject
to the normal human expectations of tit-for-tat obligation,
but is made for a love that is on an altogether different
plane? Could it be that Paul knows of a love that leaves all of
those human considerations for dead, and goes way beyond
3 C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to
the Romans, vol. 2, T & T Clark, Edinburgh, 1979, pp. 674f.
4 James D. G. Dunn, Romans 9–16, WBC 38B, Word Books, Dallas, 1988,
p. 776.
5 John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans: The English Text with Introduction,
Exposition and Notes, NICOTNT, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1977, vol. 2, p. 159.
6 Dunn, Romans 9–16, p. 776, and Black, Romans, p. 162.
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them into something of a different order that is much more
wonderful, and yet at the same time very homely and natural:
‘No longer be bound and constricted by the ties of mutual
obligation; do something much better and more free than
that: simply love one another’!
If that is so, then a ‘love’ that still depends on any sense
of obligation for its force and validity is not the love of
which he speaks here.
A FATHER, AND A FAMILY
If this is what Paul is saying, then he would be taking after
his master Jesus, who said:
When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or
your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may
invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a
banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And
you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be
repaid at the resurrection of the righteous (Luke 14:12–14).

Thus Jesus broke through the endless cycles and rituals of
mutual obligation with something far richer, more generous,
and of a much larger (eternal!) dimension.
This is not a love that arises from human arrangements. It
has another source:
If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even
sinners love those who love them. If you do good to those who do
good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same.
If you lend to those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is
that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again.
But love your enemies, do good, and lend, expecting nothing in
return. Your reward will be great, and you will be children of the
Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be
merciful, just as your Father is merciful (Luke 6:32–36).
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God is under obligation to no one; He just loves, and gives:
. . . he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything.
Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else
(Acts 17:25, TNIV).

This love Paul has already spoken of earlier in his letter to
the Romans: ‘God’s love has been poured into our hearts
through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us’ (Rom.
5:5). This love is nothing other than the love God has for us
‘in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us’ (Rom.
5:8). As the apostle John wrote:
In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his
Son to be the atoning sacrifice [propitiation]7 for our sins (1 John 4:10).

It is with this ‘great love with which he loved us’ (Eph. 2:4)—
that we are now in the reality and full flow of—that we are to
love one another. As we love one another in this love:
. . . God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us (1 John 4:12).

As we love one another in this way, God’s active, practical
love reaches its goal—comes into its own—in us!
LOVE AND CULTURAL CONSTRAINT
Very different from this is what passes for ‘love’ or relationship in most human societies. We may be aware of the often
unspoken but nonetheless potent expectations and conventions
7 See Leon Morris’s classic treatment of ‘Propitiation’ in The Apostolic
Preaching of the Cross (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, Third Edition 1965), pp. 146–
213, where he established that the Greek word here has to do with ‘the turning
away of wrath’ (p. 178).
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that go with relationships in various cultures.8 We may not be
so willing to recognise in our own culture the elements of
‘you owe me’. There is a hold that those in relationship with
us can have over us, which we may seek to pay off in order to
free ourselves from the obligation.
Underlying this is a preferred sense of being separate and
independent from the other person in some measure—to be
our own person. This is the way of the world, as conditioned
by human sin. Emil Brunner, in his commentary on Romans
13:8, calls it the way of justice:
To owe no one anything—that is the principle of justice. ‘To everyone
his own’ . . . Yet this ‘owing no one anything’ is not separate and
independent, but is embedded in something still greater. Whoever owes
nothing to anyone parts from the other once he has done his duty.

To this Brunner contrasts the way of love:
Love is greater than justice; it does more than justice demands. The
demand of justice ends with the individual; love alone is allembracing because it does not keep its eye on ‘something’ that one
owes the other but on the other himself and myself. I owe myself to
him and therefore I am never done with him.9

Love is not some ‘thing’ that we owe each other. It is we
giving our very selves to another. The Macedonian believers
were keen to participate in the collection of money for the
8 A person known to me was organising an international arts festival, and

was welcoming a troupe of performers from a South-East Asian country. They
presented him with a gift for himself, and then with one for his wife. When he,
with typical Australian deprecation, said, ‘Oh, you don’t need to do that’, they
became fiercely insistent: ‘No, no! You must take it! You must take it!’ Clearly
they felt themselves to be under some kind of obligation to him, which they
would remain under until the gift was accepted.
9 Emil Brunner, The Letter to the Romans: A Commentary, Lutterworth
Press, London, 1959, p. 111.
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relief of their fellow-believers in need. But in their case it
was not just a giving of some ‘thing’:
. . . and this, not merely as we expected; they gave themselves first to
the Lord and, by the will of God, to us (2 Cor. 8:5).

Paul was prepared to talk of relationships in terms of ‘owing’
in this sense of giving himself to others to bring them into
gospel freedom and love:
I am a debtor [ojfeilevth": opheiletēs] both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish—hence my eagerness to
proclaim the gospel to you also who are in Rome (Rom. 1:14–15).

This is entirely a matter of gospel-love, constrained by ‘the
love of Christ’, which reaches to all in that ‘one has died for
all’ (2 Cor. 5:14).

LOVE AND THE LAW OF GOD
One of the most deadly ways human obligation can manifest
itself in relationships is through the misuse of the law of God.
The fact that it is the law of God does not safeguard us from
this misuse—it only makes the effects of it more perilous.
People and their impositions can be resisted, but to put the law
of God on a person as a heavy thing is almost unanswerable.
This is a difficulty Jesus had with the law-abiding scribes and
Pharisees of his day:
They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on the shoulders
of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move
them . . . Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cross
sea and land to make a single convert, and you make the new convert
twice as much a child of hell as yourselves (Matt. 23:4, 15).
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Paul took no less exception to the actions of the Judaisers
in Galatia, who sought to impose the religious practice of
circumcision on Gentile believers. No doubt they thought they
were being uncompromising in their adherence to the law of
God, and in bringing others to belong to God in this way. No
doubt the new converts who heroically submitted to this painful procedure thought they were going the whole way in
radical discipleship. Paul saw through all this to an underlying
insecurity that, in not embracing the total freedom from guilt
brought in the cross of Christ, felt that it needed to secure
itself by ‘doing the right thing’, and getting others with them
onto the same bandwagon:
It is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh that try to
compel you to be circumcised—only that they may not be persecuted
for the cross of Christ. Even the circumcised do not themselves obey
the law, but they want you to be circumcised so that they may boast
about your flesh. May I never boast of anything except the cross of
our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me,
and I to the world. For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is
anything; but a new creation is everything! (Gal. 6:12–15).

We see how Paul comes back again to the action of the cross,
which has brought us into a whole new reality.
For this reason Paul was keen to show, in Romans 13, that
the love of which he spoke more than fulfilled the law of
God, and was indeed the very heart of it:
Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who
loves another has fulfilled the law. The commandments, ‘You shall
not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall not steal; You
shall not covet’; and any other commandment, are summed up in this
word, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ Love does no wrong to a
neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law (Rom. 13:8–10).

Dunn describes this love:
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. . . a realistic and active love which seeks the good of the other without necessarily being bound by convention meets the requirements of
God’s law more than a love constrained by legal precedent and
conditional on acceptance of ethnically limiting customs and rituals.10

Paul is not saying just, ‘See—we Christians keep the law too’;
nor is he reverting to any law-based justification. He has
moved from that to a Christ-forged relationship with God who
Himself is love. Brunner aptly comments:
God’s commandments, rightly understood, always declare one thing
only: love your neighbour . . . In the commandment of love the whole
law is summed up; yet the commandment of love can be neither correctly understood nor rightly fulfilled as law. To fulfil it we must have
love, of course, but we cannot bestow this love upon ourselves! It is the
nature of love that it must ‘flow’ freely, as Luther said. That which
springs from one’s own effort is certainly not love. Love is either
present, because ‘it has been poured into our hearts through the Holy
Spirit’ after we have been united with God by faith in the reconciliation
through Jesus Christ—or it is not present at all. But if it is present, then
it fulfils all that the law demands. It is pure good-will towards the other,
and therefore does only good, and not evil. That this love is now present, so that one only needs to remember it, is the gift of God in Jesus
Christ, the fruit of faith ‘which is working through love’ (Gal. 5:6).11

Of course! We cannot love unless love has been given to us.
Once it is given—we love!
Can we begin to see what this loving would be like in
practice, particularly in relation to obligation and freedom?
PAUL THE FREE MAN
Paul displayed a remarkable freedom, and also commitment,
in his relationships with others. Firstly, he was not constrained
10 Dunn, Romans 9–15, p. 783.
11 Brunner, Romans, p. 112.
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by what anyone else thought of him. Since, through the justification that is in Christ Jesus, he had ‘praise . . . from God’
(Rom. 2:29), and ‘God’s approval’, now ‘pleasing people’ or
‘seeking human approval’ had no place in his life as a servant
of Christ (see Gal. 1:10; compare John 5:44; 12:43). This
made him proof against any judgements others might pass
upon him, or even that he might pass upon himself:
. . . with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or
by any human court. I do not even judge myself. I am not aware of
anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord
who judges me (1 Cor. 4:3–4).

So also Paul’s ministry of the gospel had no eye on what
people might think of him. It was never Paul’s intention that
he should ‘lord it’ over anyone’s faith (2 Cor. 1:24), and he
refused to bring any improper pressure to bear on others:
. . . we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify God’s word; but by the
open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience
of everyone in the sight of God . . . For we do not proclaim ourselves;
we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves for
Jesus’ sake (2 Cor. 4:2, 5).
Did I take advantage of you through any of those whom I sent to
you? . . . Titus did not take advantage of you, did he? Did we not
conduct ourselves with the same spirit? (2 Cor. 12:17, 18).

In this freedom of the love of God, Paul made himself
available widely towards others:
For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to
all, so that I might win more of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew,
in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under
the law (though I myself am not under the law) so that I might win
those under the law. To those outside the law I became as one outside
the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s
law) so that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became
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weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all
people, that I might by all means save some (1 Cor. 9:19–22).

Paul’s capacity to love was without limitation, even towards
those who did him despite, and even when this made him
appear weak in the eyes of others (as in 2 Cor. 10:10, where
there were those who said: ‘his bodily presence is weak, and
his speech contemptible’). Even to these, Paul said:
. . . our heart is wide open to you. There is no restriction in our affections . . . you are in our hearts, to die together and to live together
(2 Cor. 6:11–12; 7:3).

There cannot be a greater identification in love than that.
Paul’s exercise of leadership was especially instructive.
Paul was clear on his authority as an apostle, and expected
this to be plainly acknowledged by others:
Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not my
work in the Lord? If I am not an apostle to others, at least I am to
you; for you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord (1 Cor. 9:1–2).
The signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost
patience, signs and wonders and mighty works (2 Cor. 12:12).
Surely we do not need, as some do, letters of recommendation to you
or from you, do we? You yourselves are our letter, written on our
hearts, to be known and read by all; and you show that you are a letter
of Christ, prepared by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of
the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts
(2 Cor. 3:1–3).

We see here that Paul looked for that acknowledgement to
come, not via any ‘official’ channels, but in the context of
personal relationships. In this, Paul was also clear that his
apostleship was not dependent any human arrangement or
endorsement, but came from Christ himself:
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Paul an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human
authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised
him from the dead . . . For I want you to know, brothers and sisters,
that the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; for
I did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I
received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal. 1:1, 11–12).

Paul did not refrain from exercising this spiritual authority
when he needed to for the good of the church and its members, even from a distance:
For though absent in body, I am present in spirit; and as if present I
have already pronounced judgment in the name of the Lord Jesus on
the man who has done such a thing. When you are assembled, and my
spirit is present with the power of our Lord Jesus, you are to hand this
man over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit
may be saved in the day of the Lord (1 Cor. 5:3–5).
Anyone who claims to be a prophet, or to have spiritual powers, must
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord.
Anyone who does not recognize this is not to be recognized (1 Cor.
14:37–38).

Even so, there were times when Paul refrained from wielding
this authority, in the interests of operating out of love. Paul
insisted on the right of an apostle to be materially supported
by those he served. But, in the case of the Corinthians, he
made no claim to this right:
But I have made no use of any of these rights, nor am I writing this so
that they may be applied in my case . . . What then is my reward? Just
this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of charge, so
as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel (1 Cor. 9:15, 18).
Did I commit a sin by humbling myself so that you might be exalted,
because I proclaimed God’s good news to you free of charge? I
robbed other churches by accepting support from them in order to
serve you. And when I was with you and was in need, I did not
burden anyone, for my needs were supplied by the friends who came
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from Macedonia. So I refrained and will continue to refrain from
burdening you in any way. As the truth of Christ is in me, this boast
of mine will not be silenced in the regions of Achaia. And why?
Because I do not love you? God knows I do! (2 Cor. 11:7–11).

This practice of Paul was in contrast to some who used
what spiritual authority they had to demean and control others
who, for some reason, readily submitted to such abuse:
For you put up with it when someone makes slaves of you, or preys
upon you, or takes advantage of you, or puts on airs, or gives you a
slap in the face (2 Cor. 11:20).

Paul saw the faith of others as something over which he had
no right of control:
I do not mean to imply that we lord it over your faith; rather, we are
workers with you for your joy, because you stand firm in the faith
(2 Cor. 1:24).

Rather, as we shall see, he rejoiced to stand respectfully
alongside them, before their one Lord.

Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•
•
•
•
•

What have we known of a ‘love’ that comes with implicit
obligations?
What have we known of a love that has been given freely
and simply?
What have we known of the law of God imposed as
‘heavy burdens, hard to bear’?
When has the law of God been our delight, and what has
made it so?
What constituted Paul’s freedom, in ministry and in
leadership? What kept him from imposing either in a
controlling way as a bondage on others?
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NOT TO BE SERVED BUT TO SERVE
In an earlier chapter we have seen that God’s great love,
exemplified and put into practice by Jesus Christ in God’s
mighty action of salvation through the cross, is the true
power in the universe, that is to be exercised in our relationships with one another:
. . . whoever wishes to become great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of
all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to
give his life a ransom for many (Mark 10:43–45).

We saw that the apostles Peter and Paul were being true to
their Master’s teaching and action when they said:
Do not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock
(1 Pet. 5:3).
I do not mean to imply that we lord it over your faith; rather, we are
workers with you for your joy, because you stand firm in the faith
(2 Cor. 1:24).

With the best of intentions we can seek to exercise
authority and power in relationships after this manner. But
experience shows that it does not always work this way. There
is something inherent in the sinful human situation that leaves
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any exercise of authority open to the abuse of power in relationships with people, and even tends that way.
How can our exercise of power in relationships be safeguarded to be an expression of God’s love in action? We have
already seen that, because of the importance to us of love and
relationships—for which we have been made—and because of
the power differential present in most relationships, there is an
inherent power present in relationships that can be used for
good, or for evil. Our concern here is to help ensure that it will
be used for good.
THE AMBIVALENCE OF POWER
The historian, Lord Acton (1834–1902), is well known for his
famous saying: ‘Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power
corrupts absolutely’.1 Part of the genius and resilience of
democratic forms of government is that this tendency of sinful
human beings is recognised and allowed for in the checks and
balances that are set in place, and in the separation and distribution of powers among the monarchy or presidency, the
executive government, the legislature, the judiciary, and the
voting public, to ensure that no one person or group ever has a
monopoly of power that does not have to reckon with the
others.
One of the twentieth century’s most significant literary
sagas, J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, addresses this very
issue of preventing all power from coming into the hands of
one powerful being, so that the world be not destroyed. Frodo,
a humble hobbit of simple, sturdy, earth-bound stock, appears
to be ideally suited to be chosen for this colossal task, as one
1 The quote comes in a letter written to bishop Mandell Crieghton dated April
1887, referring to Papal power. See <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_DalbergActon,_1st_Baron_Acton> (accessed 25th January 2008).
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who would be least likely to be carried away by it. But such is
the burden of the responsibility he bears for others, that in the
end even the heroic Frodo succumbs to the seemingly irresistible lure of taking all power to himself. Only something that
occurs from outside himself prevents this from happening.
Ever thereafter, in the victory of his achievement, Frodo
carries a reminder of his failure, in a wound that throbs
periodically.
Jesus told a parable about some tenants who worked in a
vineyard that belonged to another, who acted as if it was
their own, and violently resisted the rightful claims of the
owner. The climax came when the owner’s son appeared on
the scene:
. . . those tenants said to one another, ‘This is the heir; come, let us
kill him, and the inheritance will be ours’ (Mark 12:7).

Thinking that thereby all power in the vineyard will be
theirs, they kill the son. But in that very action their doom is
sealed, and the vineyard is secured for the owner and those
to whom he gives it.
Instances of this tendency to arrogate undue power to
oneself abound in Scripture. Saul, gifted as head and shoulders above all the rest, and chosen by God to be the first king
of Israel, objected that he was ‘only a Benjaminite, from the
least of the tribes of Israel, and my family is the humblest of
all the families of the tribe of Benjamin’ (1 Sam. 9:21). When
appointed, he hid himself among the baggage (1 Sam. 10:20–
24). This show of inferiority masked an angry, jealous and
arrogant spirit, that foolishly took to itself powers that were
not his, and issued in decisions that were rash, counterproductive, disobedient to God, and ultimately disastrous (see 1 Sam.
13:8–14; 14:24–30; 15:1–35; 18:10–11; 19:9–10; 28:3–19).
David, his successor, chosen by God as ‘a man after his own
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heart’ (1 Sam. 13:14), was not immune from considering himself above the law, as he took for himself another man’s wife
and arranged for her husband to be killed. By this David
brought great shame and sorrow on himself, and rendered his
own family dysfunctional (see 2 Sam. 11:1–12:14). David’s
son, Solomon, given by God ‘a wise and discerning mind’
(1 Kings 3:12) to govern God’s great people, was not prevented from ‘exalting himself above other members of the
community’ and going beyond God’s law by acquiring horses,
wives and wealth for himself, to end up worshipping other
gods (see Deut. 17:16–20; 1 Kings 10:13–11:13). His son
Rehoboam, given a chance to moderate his father’s excesses,
responded with yet harsher impositions, which occasioned a
lasting split in his kingdom:
My little finger is thicker than my father’s loins. Now, whereas my
father laid on you a heavy yoke, I will add to your yoke. My father
disciplined you with whips, but I will discipline you with scorpions
(1 Kings 12:10–11).

Lest we think that such lapses are reserved to males, let us
not forget Athaliah. A daughter of Ahab king of Israel and
queen Jezebel, committed to the alternative Baal-worship, she
was married to King Jehoram of Judah, who was succeeded
by their son Ahaziah. When Ahaziah was killed in Jehu’s
purge against the house of Ahab, Athaliah as queen mother, in
a desperate grab for power, ‘set about to destroy all the royal
family’, including, presumably, all her own grandchildren.
When the one who had been rescued was proclaimed king
six years later, Athaliah could only see this as ‘Treason!
Treason!’ (see 1 Kings 16:29–33; 2 Kings 8:16–29; 9:21–28;
11:1–16).
Thus, while God has said, ‘there is no one besides me; I am
the LORD, and there is no other’ (Isa. 45:6), we have taken it
upon ourselves, in various ways, to say, ‘I am, and there is no
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one besides me’ (Isa. 47:8). This is particularly true of those
who are in a position to exercise power over others.
Pope Gregory the Great (540–604 AD) wrote a highly
influential work called The Book of Pastoral Rule ‘showing
what a Pastor ought to be’.2 Gregory gives examples of how
the exercise of power has a certain ambivalence within it.
When Cornelius fell at Peter’s feet and worshipped him, Peter
was quick to say. ‘Stand up; I too am a man’ (Acts 10:26,
RSV), thus emphasising his equality with Cornelius. When,
however, Peter is given to discern the sin of Ananias and
Sapphira, he immediately rebukes them, even to the point
where they drop dead suddenly, thus demonstrating his power
to judge what is evil. Similarly, while Paul says to the
Corinthians that he does not ‘lord it over your faith’ (2 Cor.
1:24), this does not stop him from being willing if necessary
to ‘come to you with a stick’ (1 Cor. 4:21). Such leadership
requires both ‘compassion justly considerate, and discipline
affectionately severe’:

2 Gregory the Great, Liber Regulae Pastoralis (Book of Pastoral Rule), also

known as Liber Pastoralis Curae (Book of Pastoral Care), book 4. From
<www.newadvent.org/fathers/3601.htm> (accessed 16 January 2008). Translation
© 2007 by Kevin Knight. Written at the time of Gregory’s appointment as bishop
of Rome in 590 AD, this book was given wide provenance among bishops and
rulers in Spain and Gaul. Brought to England by Augustine of Canterbury in 596
AD, it was translated or paraphrased three hundred years later into the West
Saxon language at the instigation of King Alfred the Great, to be distributed to all
his bishops, and until recently remained influential in alerting secular and
ecclesiastical rulers to the necessity and difficulty of the exercise of power. See
Preface; also Stephen Sykes, Power and Christian Theology (Continuum,
London, 2006), p. 138. Gregory states that his purpose is to:
. . . consider after what manner everyone should come to supreme rule; and, after
arriving at it, after what manner he should live; and, living well, after what manner
he should teach; and, teaching aright, with what great consideration every day he
should become aware of his own infirmity; lest either humility fly from the approach,
or life be at variance with the arrival, or teaching be wanting to the life, or presumption unduly exalt the teaching (Pastoral Rule, book 1: Introduction).
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. . . care should be taken that a ruler show himself to his subjects as a
mother in loving-kindness, and as a father in discipline. And all the
time it should be seen to with anxious circumspection, that neither
discipline be rigid nor loving-kindness lax.

Such ‘circumspection’ requires the person in power to pay
careful attention to their own inner state:
. . . let those who preside study without intermission that in proportion as their power is seen to be great externally it be kept down
within themselves internally.
And in truth he orders this power well who knows how both to
maintain it and to combat it.3

Stephen Sykes, in a wide-ranging study of power and
Christian theology, says that the ambivalence inherent in the
exercise of power needs to be consciously recognised, along
with the dangers that accompany it:
In 1 Peter elders are exhorted not to domineer over those in their
charge. At the same time the younger are instructed to be subjected to
their elders. Here again the ambivalence of power is acknowledged. It
takes very little imagination to think that the very same action could
appear either an act of service to the unity of the community, or a
piece of domineering presumption, depending on the standpoint from
which the action was viewed.4

In other words, the very action by which well-intentioned
leaders may think they are serving the good of their
community may be experienced by others as oppressive and
abusive, and may actually be so. Sykes also draws attention
to Gregory’s ‘insight into both’.5 This means that it is quite
3 Gregory, Pastoral Rule, book 2, chapter 6.
4 Sykes, Power and Christian Theology, pp. 114–115.
5 Sykes, Power and Christian Theology, p. 59.

76

Authority and Love
possible for a person in power to be abusing that power at
the expense of others and still not be aware or willing to
acknowledge that this is the case.
CORRECTIVE PRINCIPLES,
OR LOVE IN PERSON?
How are we to handle such an awesome responsibility? How
are we to know when it is necessary and appropriate to act in
equality with compassion and loving-kindness, or with zeal
against what is evil? How can we know when we are serving
the good of the community, or when we are bringing undue
pressure to bear? How can we be aware enough of our own
needs and propensities to guard against the misuse or abuse
of the power we have in other people’s lives?
We can understand those who wish to remove all vestiges
of power and hierarchy in the interests of affirming the
equality of all. It is interesting to note, however, that attempts
to do this are often accompanied by force, exerted by one
group of people over another, giving rise to an inherent
contradiction. In the French Revolution of 1789, ‘Liberty,
Equality and Fraternity’ were enforced by the guillotine. We
are aware of George Orwell’s famous dictum in Animal Farm:
‘All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than
others’—‘a comment on the hypocrisy of governments that
proclaim the absolute equality of their citizens but give power
and privileges to a small elite’.6
We have already seen that a power differential is unavoidably present in many relationships. Some see this as a result of
the fall into sin, and so claim that it is done away with in the
6 See <www.bartleby.com/59/6/allanimalsar.html> (accessed 25th January

2008).
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redemption of Christ.7 We have seen that a functional ordering of relationships, with power differentials that are to be
exercised in love and service, can be traced in Scripture from
before the fall into sin, and remain operational after redemption, and on into the new creation.8 We maintain, then, that it
is healthier to acknowledge that these power differentials are
present, and to modify our behaviour accordingly, rather than
to attempt to deny it while still taking advantage of the
differentials that are there.9
Can we then apply to all we do what Jesus said about
serving, as the hallmark of the Christian exercise of power?
You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as
their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over
them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become
great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first
among you must be slave of all (Mark 10:42–44).

7 It appears that Gregory himself saw the differential ordering of relation-

ships as coming from the fall: ‘it is clear that nature produced all men equal; but,
through variation in the order of their merits, guilt puts some below others. But
the very diversity which has accrued from vice is ordered by divine judgment, so
that, since all men cannot stand on an equal footing, one should be ruled by
another’ (Pastoral Rule, book 2, chapter 6).
8 For instance, in the creation, the sun is to rule the day and the moon is to
rule the night—very beneficent forms of rule—and the human beings are to have
dominion over all the other creatures of the earth—for their good (Gen. 1:16, 26,
28; compare 2:15, 18–19). In Jesus’ parable of the pounds (Luke 19:11–27),
servants are given to ‘take charge of ten cities’ and ‘rule over five cities’ in the
time of the kingdom. In 1 Cor. 6:3, Paul says: ‘Do you not know that we are to
judge angels’—presumably in the age to come.
9 Stephen Sykes, who as a bishop has had a clear view of the church’s
systems of decision making, is able to observe: ‘the opportunities for devious and
covert forms of manipulation under cover of consultation and public expressions
of humility, are not inconsiderable’ (Power and Christian Theology, p. 137)! This
may not be restricted to the church alone.
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Can the application of this principle of service guarantee a
right exercise of power, and effectively prevent its abuse?
Stephen Sykes warns:
The ambivalence of power is not mitigated merely by the invocation of
service as the motive for its exercise. Here we must notice the
phenomenon of camouflage . . . Those who hold or are attempting to
gain power are adept at sensing what are popularly regarded as
respectable motives for wanting to be powerful. Within the Christian
community the motif of service (diakonia) is so prominent a part of the
basic theological interpretation of roles, that reference to it is obligatory
on every occasion when powers are being conferred. Plainly, the mere
statement that all the powers to be exercised are to be exercised as
service by no means guarantees that what is eventually carried out will
be in accordance with the divine will or even, for that matter, with the
moral law. The invocation of service refers to the intention which lies
behind the action. It does not describe the action itself, which might be
illegal or monstrously unjust. Nor does it bear upon how the action will
be experienced or interpreted by those affected by it. The agent,
moreover, could lack insight into his own motivations, with the result
that what is spoken of as service in the interest of others is, in fact, selfserving. Or, indeed, while the motivation could be genuine, the consequences of the action could also be deleterious to their interests. The
mere invocation of service precludes none of these possibilities.
That the exercise of authority should be disciplined by the recollection of the motif of service is a central and valuable Christian tradition.
But it ought not to be possible to invoke that tradition without also
being conscious of the political phenomenon of camouflage and the
toils of self-deception; and with such consciousness one returns again
to the ambivalence of power.10

It appears from this that all bases are filled, and we have
nowhere to take comfortable refuge on our own terms, not
even by the application of sound ‘principles’ that could
ensure right practice.
10 Sykes, Power and Christian Theology, p. 115.
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We ask, with Paul the apostle, ‘Who is sufficient for these
things?’ (2 Cor. 2:16). Paul’s answer does not reside in the
application of principles, but in an action and enabling that
God has done in us:
Not that we are competent of ourselves to claim anything as coming
from us; our competence is from God, who has made us competent to
be ministers of a new covenant (2 Cor. 3:5–6).

This ‘competency’, which is God’s action in us and not anything we have gained for ourselves, issues in us being ‘the
aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved
and among those who are perishing’ (2 Cor. 2:15)—Christ
himself coming out in our words and actions. If ‘love is from
God’ and not from ourselves (see 1 John 4:7–12), then it is
not sufficient merely to be told to love. Love itself must
come. And come it has, in the person and work of Jesus.
When Jesus said, ‘whoever wishes to become great among
you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first
among you must be slave of all’ (Mark 10:43–45), he was
not laying down a principle. He was saying why he had
come in person. He went on to say:
For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his
life a ransom for many (Mark 10:45).

As we have seen, that giving of Jesus, and our participation
in it by obedient faith in him, is the true power of love. This
will come through when our relationships with each other are
consciously in this context of a relationship with Jesus.
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Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•
•
•

•
•

When have we been aware of ambivalence in the exercise
of power between discipline and loving-kindness?
What can help to ensure ‘that neither discipline be rigid
nor loving-kindness lax’?
What have we known within ourselves of ‘the insidious
mechanisms connecting the exercise of authority to
conceit, and the human proclivity for self-deception’?
In what ways have we tried to ‘manage’ our relationships on the basis of correct principles?
How does our relationship with Jesus Christ affect our
relationships with each other?
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A PERSON UNDER AUTHORITY
Where do we stand as human beings when we relate with one
another? Are we free-standing units, separate, independent,
and over against one another as persons? Do we each stand on
our own patch of ground, and attempt to relate with one
another from there? Or is there common ground on which we
stand, and one light that shines upon us all?
Jesus commended the faith of a man who recognised Jesus’
true relationship with the Father of all:
When he entered Capernaum, a centurion came to him, appealing to
him and saying, ‘Lord, my servant is lying at home paralyzed, in
terrible distress.’ And he said to him, ‘I will come and cure him.’ The
centurion answered, ‘Lord, I am not worthy to have you come under
my roof; but only speak the word, and my servant will be healed. For
I also am a man under authority, with soldiers under me; and I say to
one, “Go,” and he goes, and to another, “Come,” and he comes, and
to my slave, “Do this,” and the slave does it.’ When Jesus heard him,
he was amazed and said to those who followed him, ‘Truly I tell you,
in no one in Israel have I found such faith’ (Matt. 8:5–10).

A cursory reading of this may conclude that the centurion’s
faith consisted in his belief that Jesus had the power to heal
with a spoken word from a distance. This would be consistent
with a view of Jesus that saw him as having direct power in
himself, the way we may wish to have for ourselves. We need
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to pay close attention to what the centurion says. Why does he
say, ‘I also am a man under authority’? Whom else is he
referring to? He is saying that in Jesus he has recognised a
person in a similar position to his own: a person who does not
exercise power from himself on his own, but who exercises it
by virtue of being a person under the authority of another,
whose power it is. The centurion was saying that Jesus could
cure his servant, not because he has great power in himself to
speak a healing word over a distance, but that, because Jesus
was directly under the authority of the Father of all, whatever
he speaks will have the force of a word spoken by the Creator
of the universe, and so will be effective. This is what amazed
Jesus. This relationship of Jesus with the Father was denied by
the leaders of Israel (see Matt. 12:24; 21:23–27; compare John
5:18; 10:31–33), and was the grounds on which they finally
executed him (Matt. 26:63–66). Yet here it is recognised and
acknowledged by a Gentile centurion (compare Matt. 27:54).
The centurion had indeed seen and trusted what Jesus
maintained was the heart of his own being and ministry:
Jesus answered them, ‘My Father is still working, and I also am
working . . . Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing on his own,
but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the Father does,
the Son does likewise. The Father loves the Son and shows him all
that he himself is doing’ (John 5:17, 19–20).
Jesus said, ‘When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will
realize that I am he, and that I do nothing on my own, but I speak
these things as the Father instructed me. And the one who sent me is
with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to
him’ (John 8:28–29).

Jesus was not a person acting or speaking on his own from
himself. He was always in relationship with the Father, as a
person under authority, and so was speaking the words and
doing the works of the Father. This active relationship of
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love between the Son and the Father lay at the heart of the
saving action of the cross:
For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in
order to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of
my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take
it up again. I have received this command from my Father (John
10:17–18).
I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know
that I love the Father. Rise, let us be on our way (John 14:31).

It would be a mistake, however, to see Jesus as a person
under authority, to refer solely to his divinity as the Son of
God. The reason Jesus went to the cross was so that the
relationship that he has with the Father might be also experienced by us:
Father, I desire that those also, whom you have given me, may be
with me where I am, to see my glory, which you have given me
because you loved me before the foundation of the world . . . I made
your name known to them, and I will make it known, so that the love
with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them (John
17:24, 26).

Jesus anticipated this when others objected to his aligning
himself with the Father:
The Jews took up stones again to stone him. Jesus replied, ‘I have
shown you many good works from the Father. For which of these are
you going to stone me?’ The Jews answered, ‘It is not for a good
work that we are going to stone you, but for blasphemy, because you,
though only a human being, are making yourself God.’ Jesus
answered, ‘Is it not written in your law, “I said, you are gods”? If
those to whom the word of God came were called “gods”—and the
scripture cannot be annulled—can you say that the one whom the
Father has sanctified and sent into the world is blaspheming because I
said, “I am God’s Son”? If I am not doing the works of my Father,
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then do not believe me. But if I do them, even though you do not
believe me, believe the works, so that you may know and understand
that the Father is in me and I am in the Father’ (John 10:31–38).

This is the very relationship that Jesus prayed would be ours
as well:
As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in
us . . . so that the world may know that you have sent me and have
loved them even as you have loved me (John 17:21, 23).

This is what we have been made for as human beings in
the image of God (see Eph. 1:4–5; Rom. 8:29; compare Gen.
1:26; 5:1–3). What the centurion saw, then, was not only the
divine Son of God. He also saw at last the true human being
—not one who says, ‘I am, and there is no one besides me’
(Isa. 47:8), but a person wholly under the very authority of
God in love, and so moving in the true power of God.
SERVANTS OF ANOTHER BEFORE
THEIR OWN LORD
Paul makes it clear that this understanding and reality of
human beings as persons under authority is to govern our
relating with one another, especially from positions of power.
It is not just those in authority who represent the power of
God under the authority of God. Every human being—power
differentials notwithstanding—is a person under the authority
of God first and foremost, and is to be treated accordingly.
In Romans 14, when Paul is addressing the disputed
matters of what food may be eaten and what days should be
observed as special, he makes it clear that a proper response is
to be determined by the reality that each person in the Christian community has a direct relationship and responsibility
under the Lord, which is to be respected. The welcoming
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Lordship of Christ and of God is paramount in all things.
When all regard each other as belonging and responsible to
the one Lord, then we will be restrained from lording it over
each other:
Those who eat must not despise those who abstain, and those who
abstain must not pass judgment on those who eat; for God has
welcomed them. Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another?
It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And they will be
upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand (Rom. 14:3–4).

As each honours the Lord in what they do or refrain from
doing, fully convinced in their own minds, they are to be
respected in so doing. The underlying reality is enunciated
clearly:
We do not live to ourselves, and we do not die to ourselves. If we
live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then,
whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. For to this end
Christ died and lived again, so that he might be Lord of both the dead
and the living (Rom. 14:7–9).

The practical conclusions follow:
Why do you pass judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do
you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand before the
judgment seat of God. For it is written,
‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me,
and every tongue shall give praise to God.’
So then, each of us will be accountable to God.
Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but
resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the
way of another (Rom. 14:10–13).

Naturally, when a fellow-believer ‘is detected in a transgression’ (Gal. 6:1), action is to be taken to restore such a one.
This is the responsibility together of those ‘who have received
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the Spirit’, not just of the elders. It is to be done in the fullness
of the gospel of repentance and the forgiveness of sins, with
great care and gentleness, and with marked self-watchfulness.
Jesus set out the proper approach in Matthew 18:14–20, and
we see Paul implementing it in 1 Corinthians 5, 2 Corinthians
2:1–11, and 1 Timothy 5:17–22 (in the case of disciplining
elders). All of this is done consciously in the presence and
under the Lordship of Christ, in a way that precludes persons
from taking the law into their own hands.1
We will see now how this applies to a number of categories
of relationships: elders and youngers, employers and employees, husbands and wives, children and parents, and governments and citizens.
Elders and Youngers
Accountability under God, on the part of both, is to
govern relationships between elders and youngers:
Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as
well as one who shares in the glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders
among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising
the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have
you do it—not for sordid gain but eagerly. Do not lord it over those in
your charge, but be examples to the flock. And when the chief shepherd
appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away. In the
same way, you who are younger must accept the authority of the elders.
And all of you must clothe yourselves with humility in your dealings
with one another, for
‘God opposes the proud,
but gives grace to the humble.’
1 This is considered in more detail in the Monthly Ministry Study for May 2007,
‘Sin and Others—2’ (see <http://www.newcreation.org.au/studies/pdf/2007_05min.pdf>).
The bulk of Gregory’s Pastoral Rule (book 3) is taken up with a wide range of
different conditions of persons and how they are to be approached accordingly in
each instance. It repays attentive study. In pastoral care, there is no ‘one size fits
all’. Compare Isa. 28:23–29.
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Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so that
he may exalt you in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him, because
he cares for you (1 Pet. 5:1–7).

Employers and Employees
Belonging together under the one Lord also governs relationships between masters and slaves or, as we would put it
today, between employers and employees:
Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything, not only while being
watched and in order to please them, but wholeheartedly, fearing the
Lord. Whatever your task, put yourselves into it, as done for the Lord
and not for your masters, since you know that from the Lord you will
receive the inheritance as your reward; you serve the Lord Christ. For
the wrongdoer will be paid back for whatever wrong has been done,
and there is no partiality.
Masters, treat your slaves justly and fairly, for you know that you
also have a Master in heaven (Col. 3:22–4:1).
Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, in singleness
of heart, as you obey Christ; not only while being watched, and in order
to please them, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the
heart. Render service with enthusiasm, as to the Lord and not to men
and women, knowing that whatever good we do, we will receive the
same again from the Lord, whether we are slaves or free.
And, masters, do the same to them. Stop threatening them, for you
know that both of you have the same Master in heaven, and with him
there is no partiality (Eph. 6:5–9).

Husbands and Wives
We have already looked at the subtle differentiation, mutuality and rightful ordering of the relationship between
husbands and wives.2 A re-reading of Ephesians 5:21–33 and
Colossians 3:18–19, in the light of what we have been saying
2 See ‘Joint Heirs of the Grace of Life’, chapter 3.
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here, will highlight how they are to relate with each other
through the relationship that each has with the Lord Jesus
Christ: ‘as is fitting in the Lord’.
Children and Parents
Similarly, children are to relate with their parents ‘in the
Lord’, and parents with their children ‘in the discipline and
instruction of the Lord’ (see Col. 3:20–21; Eph. 6:1–4).3
Governments and Citizens
It is not just within the Christian community that this
reality operates. The Old Testament made clear that nonbelieving nations and their rulers, whether they acknowledged
God or not, were no less under God’s authority and accountable to God (see e.g. Isa. 10:5–19; 45:1–7; Dan. 2:20–21;
4:17). This is carried over into the New Testament:
For the Lord’s sake accept the authority of every human institution,
whether of the emperor as supreme, or of governors, as sent by him to
punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right . . . As
servants of God, live as free people, yet do not use your freedom as a
pretext for evil. Honor everyone. Love the family of believers. Fear
God. Honor the emperor (1 Pet. 2:13–14, 16–17).

See here how the rulers are to conduct themselves as sent by
God with regard for those under them (compare Rom. 13:1–
7), and those subject to them are to relate freely with the rulers
in the fear of God ‘as servants of God’.

3 When I baptised my eldest child, I remember well being taken by surprise
at a sudden given consciousness that he was now my brother in Christ before he
was my son. This makes quite a difference to how parenting is practiced.

89

Power in Relationships
IN THE LORD
In the way the apostles speak about each of these sets of
relationships, we find such words as: ‘under the mighty hand
of God’, ‘fearing the Lord’, ‘for the Lord’, ‘from the Lord’,
‘you serve the Lord Christ’, ‘you also have a Master in
heaven’, ‘as is fitting in the Lord’, or simply ‘in the Lord’, ‘of
the Lord’, ‘for the Lord’s sake’, and ‘as servants of God’. We
are left in no doubt that, whatever the relationship, we are
never to relate with another person on our own, but only ever
in Christ.
We see an early precursor to this in the relationship between
David and Jonathan in the Old Testament. We are told that
‘Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him
as his own soul’ (1 Sam. 18:3). Jonathan later described this
covenant in these terms:
Go in peace, since both of us have sworn in the name of the LORD,
saying, ‘The LORD shall be between me and you, and between my
descendants and your descendants, forever’ (1 Sam. 20:42).

As this situation unfolded, they later renewed their covenant,
again ‘before the LORD’ (see 1 Sam. 23:15–18). Whatever
their personal links, Jonathan’s and David’s relationship with
each other was primarily in the Lord, and with each other only
through Him.
One friend of mine said: ‘Every relationship is full of sin’!
How can any relationship operate rightly without the total forgiveness of sin that we have in Jesus Christ.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, from his experience of Christian
community in the preacher’s seminary at Finkenwalde, and in
the ‘Brother’s House’ there, wrote in his book Life Together:
Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus
Christ. No Christian community is more or less than this. Whether it
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be a brief, single encounter or the daily fellowship of years, Christian
community is only this. We belong to one another only through and
in Jesus Christ.4

This means that we should never relate directly with any
other human being. We should only ever relate with another
person through the Lord Jesus Christ. Bonhoeffer went on to
say:
Because Christ stands between me and others, I dare not desire direct
fellowship with them. As only Christ can speak to me in such a way
that I may be saved, so others, too, can be saved only by Christ
himself. This means that I must release the other person from every
attempt of mine to regulate, coerce, and dominate him with my love.
The other person needs to retain his independence of me; to be loved
for what he is, as one for whom Christ became man, died, and rose
again, for whom Christ brought forgiveness of sins and eternal life.
Because Christ has long since acted decisively for my brother, before
I could begin to act, I must leave him his freedom to be Christ’s; I
must meet him only as the person he already is in Christ’s eyes. This
is the meaning of the proposition that we can meet others only
through the mediation of Christ. Human love constructs its own
image of the other person, of what he is and what he should become.
It takes the life of the other person into its own hands. Spiritual love
recognises the true image of the other person which he has received
from Jesus Christ; the image that Jesus Christ himself embodied and
would stamp upon all men.5

The presence of the Lord Jesus Christ, active among us in
God’s great saving holy love, is what will keep us from
lording it over one another.
4 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, SCM Press, 1954, p. 11. First pub-

lished 1939 under the title of Gemeinsames Leben, translated from the fifth
edition (1949) by John W. Doberstein.
See further: <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dietrich_Bonhoeffer> accessed
25th May 2008.
5 Bonhoeffer, Life Together, pp. 25–6.
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Power in Relationships
Questions for Re flection or Discussion
•

What did the centurion see in Jesus that made him say, ‘I
also am a man under authority’?

•

What does this tell us about the true standing of human
beings?

•

‘It is before their own lord that they stand or fall. And
they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them
stand’ (Rom. 14:4): how does this affect our relationship
with people with whom we may disagree?

•

What difference does it make that relationships between
elders and youngers, employers and employees, husbands
and wives, children and parents, and governments and
citizens, are ‘in the Lord’?

•

‘We should never relate directly with any other human
being. We should only ever relate with another person
through the Lord Jesus Christ.’ What does this mean in
practice (think of another person with whom you are in
relationship)? Why is this so?
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