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Power is one of those things that’s easy to recognize but sometimes hard to 

define. Because it comes in so many different forms. There’s the power of money. 

If you have enough money, you can open any door or get people to do just about 

any thing. Maybe you still can’t buy love - but these days, you can get pretty close. 

There’s also the power of time. We have countless systems to maximize efficiency. 

Time management is so important that we even have a shorthand saying: time is $. 

Time & money are different kinds of power, but they’re also basically the 

same. Because they’re both about the power to control; controlling people or 

things. And if that’s what we mean by power; if it’s simply a matter of who or what 

we control then there’s probably one power that trumps them all: the power of sex. 

It’s the oldest adage in the book: sex sells. You can choose any time or any place; 

there’s almost no era or no culture where sex won’t sell. There’s almost no era or 

no culture where people can’t use sex to control people or things. That’s power.  

It’s also the reason that Playboy magazine made headlines this week by 

announcing they’re no longer going to print naked pictures.  That’s right this week 1

the original Playboy himself, Hugh Hefner, still wearing a smoking jacket at the 

age of 89; Hefner announced the magazine is moving in a different direction. And 

if you read between the lines the reason is simple. It’s about power.  

Turns out, Playboy can’t make money on naked pictures anymore - because 
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these days on the internet people can already find any picture they want for free. 

So Playboy’s news has nothing to do with virtue or respect, nothing to do with 

concern for a better society, or a decision to stop exploiting sex for money. It’s 

simply a confession that 62 years after they launched a publishing revolution, 

naked pictures don’t give them the same power anymore. In the 1950’s Playboy 

was shocking. In the 1970’s it was mainstream (with more than 5.5 million 

subscribers - who were all interested in the journalism…). In 2015, it’s becoming 

irrelevant. The decision to rebrand and to change their image is really no change at 

all. Because for Playboy, it’s still about the power to control; it’s about finding new 

ways to attract people, exploit people, and sell, sell, sell. It’s about power.  

In a world like that, a world that thrives on the power of money & control, 

time & efficiency, pleasure & sex - where do Christians fit in? Where do we find 

our place in the middle of all that power? Do we just run away and keep our heads 

in the sand, or do we get in the game. And if so, how do we avoid becoming 

purveyors of the same ol’ power to control? It’s a question we find at the heart of 

today’s readings. Today’s readings are about power. Today’s readings are meant to 

shape our imagination so that we’re not lured into the same ol’ power systems of 

our day. Think of today’s readings as a kind of fuel or energy for an alternate 

power that undergirds creation, that calls us into community, that reflects the life of 

God in the world.  

The first thing we learn about this kind of power is that it removes us from 
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the center of our lives. We are not the center of our own lives. Our lives are not 

primarily about us. They’re not about our own pleasure, profit or power to control. 

Until we get our hearts & minds around the possibility that we are not the center of 

our lives - then nothing else about Christian faith makes sense. Until we wrap our 

hearts & minds around the possibility that our lives are not primarily about us - 

then everything we do at church will eventually end up reflecting the same ol’ 

power to control.  

It’s really easy to use Christian faith to control people; to attract them, 

improve them, or even to exploit them. Think of moral crusades & inquisitions 

(controlling people), think of mega churches with lots of lights, cameras & action 

(pleasing people & exploiting people). Think of religious self-help programs that 

show us how to plan better, budget better, live better (improving people). Those 

things aren't all bad, but they’re not the center of Christian life. God is the center.  

That’s the great lesson - and the great comfort - of the book of Job. Job is 

one of the most ancient literary pieces in the Bible. Nobody knows for sure when it 

was written and even the way it’s written sets the narrative in a mysterious land a 

long time ago, in a country far far away. We don’t find any familiar Israelite names 

or traditions. The whole story has a distinctly universal ring to it. Because it’s 

meant to speak to everyone - all people, and all ages - about the mysterious ways 

of God & the world; especially the cause of our suffering & pain.  

Today’s reading comes, mercifully, near the end of the book. I say mercifully 
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because for the first 37 chapters all we’ve heard about is Job’s unfair suffering, his 

family’s unfair death, and his friends’ unfair accusations about what Job must have 

done wrong. Each of his friends - Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar - go on pious rants about 

what Job must have done to deserve this fate. They get some things right, but 

mostly they just get it wrong. Because each of Job’s friends makes the mistake of 

putting Job at the center of his own life. They think his suffering is about him. 

They assume that he’s the one to blame.  

And you know what? Job makes the same mistake himself. He also thinks 

the story is about him. He just comes at if from a different angle. His friends think 

he’s guilty. He know’s that he’s innocent. But they all make him the center of his 

case. And when God shows up Job discovers that he has to wrap his heart & his 

mind around the possibility that he is not the center of his own life.  

The first half of today’s reading in ch. 38 (vv.1-7) is about Job's lack of 

knowledge. "Gird up your loins! Act like a man! [God says,] Tell me if you know 

where creation came from.” The second half (vv. 34-41) is about Job's lack of 

power to control. "Can you lift a finger to make creation work at all?” It’s a divine 

rant that goes on for the next 4 chapters. It’s stark and it’s blunt. But all the 

confrontational language - like, gird up your loins! - is not a kind of divine chest-

thumping where God is bragging. No. Hear this: it’s divine assurance & comfort 

that God is able & God is active in the world. This isn’t a competition about who 

does more - Job or God. It’s a litany of worship about everywhere and every way 
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that God is able & active to help creation run it’s course. God doesn’t give any 

satisfying resolution to Job’s pain. Instead, God offers Job an invitation to find his 

place in creation. God’s speech is way of orienting Job (and all humanity) within 

creation as a vast, mysterious, beautiful & painful place 

Our Psalm today (Psalm 104), provides the answers to God’s rhetorical 

questions in Job. In Job, God keeps asking where were you (Job) and what can you 

do (Job). The Psalm is our counterpoint. If you want to try something interesting, 

count how many times the Psalm names God as the one who performs mighty 

deeds. “You stretch out the heavens... You set the beams on the waters... You make 

the clouds your chariot…” You, you, you. I’ll tell you the answer: 20x in ten verses 

the psalmist names God (you) as the one who is full of knowledge, full of wisdom 

and full of power. “O LORD, how manifold are your works! …the earth is full of 

your creatures.” The Psalm is the answer to any question about the center of human 

life. God is the center. 

The second thing we learn is that Christians don’t care about the power to 

control. Our power is different. Our power is relational & communal. This is where 

Hebrews comes in with today’s reading about Jesus as a high priest. If it sounds 

hierarchical to call Jesus a “high priest” it’s only because we don’t understand how 

priestly language works. Allow me to help :) 

Hebrews uses the language of priesthood because the role of a priest is about 

solidarity with God & each other. That’s what priests do - we come alongside 
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people to embody as best we can something about God; God’s presence & God’s 

power [including the way God’s power works]. We don’t control people. We come 

alongside them in a relationship of solidarity & trust with God & our neighbor. 

Obviously we priests never do this adequately, but Jesus is described as the one 

who does; the one who becomes for us a perfect source of salvation - and salvation 

means not only his death & resurrection, but also the pattern of his life. We follow 

the pattern of Jesus’ life - sacrifice & love - because it’s also the source of our 

salvation. 

If you want to try something else interesting, notice how Hebrews describes 

Jesus the high priest using the same language that we hear in Job. Jesus’ priesthood 

in the book of Hebrews is not something that he initiates or chooses for himself. 

It’s not a power to control, because even Jesus is not the center of his own life. He 

was “appointed” by God for this vocation (Heb. 5.5). Jesus, like Job, also suffers. 

Jesus, like Job, “offered up prayers & supplications with loud cries and tears, to the 

one who was able to save him from death… he learned obedience through what he 

suffered,” (Heb. 5.7-8). 

These few short verses in Hebrews are like a small summary of the entire 

book of Job; where “obedience” (5.8) is about learning that we’re not the center of 

our lives. God is. And we, like Jesus & like Job, are given - or appointed - 

positions in creation along with an invitation to live in solidarity with God & our 

neighbor. All of us, like Jesus & Job, are all priests in creation because we’re 
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invited & appointed to live in solidarity with God & our neighbor. When it comes 

to Christian faith, that’s power. It’s relational power (with God). It’s communal 

power (with each other). It’s power that grows in solidarity with God & the world. 

God is the center. Our power is from God & with each other. And finally, our 

power is the power to serve. The Gospel is where this becomes clear. Because 

today, two of Jesus’ disciples, James & John (the Sons of Thunder as they’re 

known); they ask Jesus the same question that I used to begin the sermon. They 

ask, where do we fit in? In a world that thrives on the power to control; the power 

of money & domination, time & efficiency, pleasure & sex - where do we fit in? 

Where do followers of Jesus find our place in the middle of all that power? 

And the problem with James & John is they think they already know. They 

think they belong on top because they’re pretty sure that’s where Jesus belongs too. 

“Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory,” (Mk. 

10.37). So Jesus redefines glory as something that doesn’t move from the top-

down; it works from the bottom-up. He redefines glory as service; greatness as 

sacrifice; he redefines power as slavery. It’s relational power (with God). It’s 

communal power (with each other). That’s the kind of power God uses to reveal 

glory & to heal the world.  

So one of the questions for us today is this: where is it that we are trying to 

cultivate power to control? Individually, or as a church? Where are we trying to 

find new ways to attract people, exploit people, improve people, or sell, sell, sell? 
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Is it our money? Is it our productivity or efficiency? Is it our piety? Or is it just 

because we feel like we should get what we deserve? It’s easy to use Christian faith 

to control people; to attract them, improve them, or even to exploit them. But none 

of those things have anything to do with Christian power that’s relational (with 

God), that’s communal (with each other), that’s in service (for the world).  

Wherever we might be tempted to cultivate power, think of today’s readings 

as an antidote or a cure. Think of today’s readings as the energy or fuel for an 

alternate power. This power, the power at the center of our faith, is a power that 

undergirds creation, it’s a power that calls us into solidarity with God & each other, 

it’s a power that reflects the life of God and transforms everyone of us into priests 

for the healing of the world. Amen.


