
HEAVY HANDS
What Happens When Power Is Corrupted

Texts: Matthew 26:47-56, 67; Luke 22:51

When Power Goes Wrong

“What should we do about ISIS?” It’s a question on the mind of a lot of us 
these days and one that people frequently pose not only to their politicians, but 
also to their pastors. I ask this question myself because what ISIS is doing and 
how we respond, cuts right to the heart of the topic POWER. If you’ve been 
tracking with this series so far then you already get that Christians care about 
power. We know from our study of the Bible that POWER in its original form is 
one of God’s greatest gifts to us. It’s the capacity our Creator has given us to 
make stuff and make sense of life in a way that promotes the flourishing of the 
image of God in ourselves and in other people. 

But as we’ve suggested in the last two weeks, sometimes power goes wrong. For 
example, power goes wrong when we use it to serve an IDOL instead of serving 
the true God and the good of his creation. We see this distortion plainly in the 
“chief priests and elders” we meet in today’s scripture lesson. These people 
worship the IDOL of religious righteousness. In the place where God should be 
central, they are serving this picture of a narrow, judging, clean-freak God who is 
especially fond of their kind. So instead of using their power to help the widest 
possible circle of people to flourish, these religious figures use their authority to 
condemn others and demand the conformity of others in a way that doesn’t 
actually serve the true God at all. It just mainly serves to feed their own hunger 
for control, or significance, or comfort. Can you see how this idolatrous kind of 
power is playing itself out in ISIS today? 

As we explored last week, a second way power goes wrong is when it primarily 
gets used to amass PRIVILEGE for ourselves. Let me be clear: It’s NOT wrong to 
enjoy the fruit of our labor or the sweet things of life. But it’s important to 
remember that when God puts us into a privileged position it is not only to raise 
US up; it’s also so that we will be better able to lift OTHERS. This is why God put 
Joseph in the government of Egypt and Daniel in the cabinet of Babylon and 
Esther in the White House of Persia. It’s why God gave Solomon great wealth 
and favored Mary with an extraordinary child. It was not only to bless them, but 
also to put them in a position to spread the circle of blessing to others. Power is 
for the flourishing of creation.

But here’s where a second figure we meet in Matthew 26 gets power wrong. 
“Judas, one of the twelve,” had signed on with Jesus because he wanted a 
greater position. Up to the time he met Christ, Judas had been a member of a 
secret network known as the “Zealots” that the Romans regarded as “terrorists.” 
Judas was a sleeper cell in himself. He joined the company of Jesus because he 



believed that Christ would lead the revolution that would get the Romans out 
and his people in. But Judas’s main motivation in seeking this position was not to 
lift others up. Judas wanted power mainly to expand his own privileges. And the 
evidence of this is that when that vision was slow in panning out, Judas started 
stealing from the disciples’ common purse. The evidence of who and what Judas 
really lived for is that he ultimately cut a deal with the chief priests and elders to 
hand Jesus over in exchange for some real cash. 

Again, do you see how this works with ISIS too? This Caliphate they’re bent on 
building endows certain people with special privileges but leaves most people – 
all women, and certain kinds of Muslims, and every kind of non-Muslim – out of 
the circle of blessing. This is NOT what power is for. 

The Faces of Corrupted Power

Jesus, in contrast, shows us power as it is meant to work. His whole life up to 
the point we meet him in Matthew 26 is about using his power to help others 
thrive. He’s been feeding people, healing diseases, showing compassion and 
hospitality to outcasts. He’s been speaking up for those who have been wronged 
and inspiring listeners to use their gifts to widen the circle of blessing. Jesus has 
been proclaiming God’s love and hope for all people. But here’s the problem: 
corrupt power is always threatened by true power. The person and work of Jesus 
is such a blazing challenge to all the ways that power gets corrupted in this 
world that those who ARE abusing it can stand the rebuke no longer. So, as 
Matthew 26 tells it, they use armed COERCION to kidnap him. They engage in a 
PERVERSION OF JUSTICE to convict him of wrong. And, finally, they use 
VIOLENCE to try to silence him and maintain their position and benefits. 

These are the three faces of corrupted power in every culture and generation. If 
you need a more current reminder of this, maybe this picture will help. It’s a 
snapshot from a video taken of 21 Coptic Christians who suffered similar 
treatment at the heavy hands of the ISIS form of power in Libya last month. 
Pictures like this display a regime that routinely uses armed COERCION to kidnap 
people or force conformity to its ways. It reveals a system of INJUSTICE that 
victimizes the weak and invalidates the minority. It exposes a tyranny that uses 
VIOLENCE to wipe out resistance. These 21 innocent men were brutally 
beheaded by their captors shortly after this shot was taken.

People of the Muslim faith and of every religion on earth need to speak up and 
say that this is NOT the Way of our great God. It is in fact the way of the anti-
God, of the old Serpent himself, of the same idolatrous, privilege-seeking sin that 
sought the extinction of Jesus and still expresses itself in the genocide and 
racism and human trafficking and fascism and other horrors of our time. All this 
is what happens when the power God gave us for image-bearing and human 
flourishing is deeply corrupted. It’s only value is to remind us that we live in a 
world desperately in need of the Savior God sent us.



So what should we do about ISIS? The questions seems important because 
how we respond to this evil may give us clues as to how we should respond to 
some of the other forms of corrupted power plaguing us today. Let me suggest 
two perspectives. 

What Do We Do?

FIRST of all, we should pray that our government will continue to take measured 
steps with other governments to STOP the progress of evil. The Bible suggests 
that there ARE times at which the forceful exercise of great power IS necessary 
to stop the heavy hand of evil. In the Old Testament, God orders Israel to 
destroy the viciously cruel Canaanite cult in order to preserve and advance the 
humane civilization he was seeking to build. In the Book of Revelation, we see 
God acting with powerful force to vanquish Evil once and for all. In his letter to 
the Romans, the Apostle Paul says that part of the role of good governments is 
to be that strong hand. They are to act as “God’s servants, agents of wrath 
to bring punishment on the wrongdoer” (Roms 13:4). 

ISIS is no ordinary wrongdoer. It is raping women, and crucifying children, 
beheading Christians, and slaughtering even fellow Muslims with an apocalyptic 
madness that is growing daily. At the top of our prayer list should be the request 
that governments of many nations will be given great wisdom and courage in 
putting a forceful stop to this virulent cancer of corrupted power. The same can 
be said for the disease of human trafficking, now a larger illness in our country 
and world than it was at the height of the European slave trade. And when it is 
government itself that is the wrongdoer – as now seems so obviously to be the 
case in places like Ferguson Missouri – then the job of Christians is to pray and 
call for the needed change of administration. 

As we feel the fervor of all this, however, it is also important, SECONDLY, that we 
be part of the movement of grace that overcomes evil with good. There is always 
this risk, you see, that in opposing wrong, we will take up evil's tools and be 
corrupted by using them. I think of the times one of my kids has done something 
atrocious and I’ve raised my hand in what felt like justifiable passion only to stop 
shocked by the dangerous spirit that seemed to possess me. I think of the man I 
know who went to war to defend the weak and stop injustice, and then found 
himself drawn into behavior he would never have imagined or conscienced at the 
start. I remember from my time living in Belfast Northern Ireland during the 
Troubles, how the British government’s efforts to squelch violence by force just 
seemed to metastasize the anger of the young people I knew, creating fresh 
recruits for the paramilitary organizations.

Maybe this is why, when Simon Peter took up the sword to defend Jesus in the 
Garden of Gethsemane and hacked off one of the arresting soldier's ears, Jesus 
didn’t say: “Hey, you missed his neck, Pete. Whack that mole again!” On the 



contrary, Jesus said: "'No more of this' And he touched the man's ear and 
healed him" (Luke 22:51). How like God, don’t you think, to use power to 
create and not destroy? 
Even after these heinous wrongdoers have coercively arrested him, unjustly 
convicted him, beaten and bloodied him, and hung him on a cross to die, Jesus 
does not return evil for evil. On the contrary, Jesus prays for those who 
persecute him: “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do” (Luke 
23:34). It’s as if Jesus really believes that most of the time the most effective 
strategy for attacking evil is to absorb it – or as Paul says: to “overcome evil 
with good” (Rom 12:21).

Do you know what ISIS called those Coptic Christians they executed that day? If 
you look closely, you can see the inscription in Arabic and English at the bottom 
of that photograph. It reads: “People of the Cross.” It’s the one thing about 
power that the Islamic State got right. As Brian Zahnd recently observed, Coptic 
Christianity is one of the oldest branches of our faith, founded in the first century 
in Egypt by the Apostle Mark. It dates back to that time before Christianity got 
tangled up with the Emperor Constantine and all his worldly notions of “power 
from above” – what nationalistic or triumphal Christians might call “conquering 
power.” But the Coptic Christians still preserve the memory of a time when the 
disciples of Jesus exercised “power from below” – what the Paul would call 
“overcoming power.” Church historians tell us that back in those pre-
Constantinian days, when the faith was young and pure, the most frequent 
commandment of Jesus etched on the walls of Christian hearts and homes and 
catacombs was this: “Love your enemies” (Matt 5:44) 

In a recent interview, the mother of two of the Christians beheaded in Libya was 
asked what she would we do if some of those ISIS members showed up at her 
door. Do you know what she said? “I would welcome them into my home in the 
hope that their hearts could be opened to the love of God.” The General Bishop 
of the Coptic Church said: “I think as Christians it is our mandate to forgive. IT 
IS WHAT WE DO.”

Christ Church has more than a passing connection to those Coptic Christians. You 
see all of the ones who died were originally from Egypt and six or seven of them 
were part of a fellowship with Mama Maggie Gobran, one of our church’s long-
term mission partners and closest friends. Mama Maggie would tell you herself, 
the job of Jesus followers is to do good in the face of evil. It’s to reclaim those 
who have been victims of injustice or perpetrators of it. Our role in the world is 
to proclaim the power of the God who can forgive sins and overcome hatred and 
restore life. 

So here’s my question for you in closing: How can you and I make it more of 
what WE do? Maybe some of us need to open our hands where they may have 
gotten too clenched and heavy in your own treatment of people. Perhaps you 
need to raise your hand and name abuses of power where you believe you are 



seeing them. Maybe I  could fold my hands more frequently and pray for those 
working against evil. Perhaps you might put your hands to the work of 
restorative justice by donating or volunteering yourself through one of the life-
changing missions our church supports.

To quote Brian Zahnd, hears the bottom line: “If the only way of responding to 
the evil of injustice is retaliation and revenge, we conspire with the powers of 
darkness to keep the world an ugly place... [But] Grace is God’s idea of how the 

world can be made new.”  So stopping corruption with measured strength and 
overcoming evil with relentless good is what we “people of the Cross” DO with 
the power in our hands.
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