
CALVIN 05

A HOLY STRUGGLE for POWER
Jesus said: ‘You know that in the world, rulers lord it over their subjects, and their
great men make them feel the weight of authority; but it shall not be so with you.
Among you, whoever wants to be great must be your servant. … Matthew 20:25-26

Today’s Bible story (Matthew 20:10-28) looks rather familiar. Salome, the mother
of disciples John and James asks Jesus for a favour (Matthew 20:21): ‘I want you
to give orders that in your kingdom my two sons here may sit next to you, one
at your right and the other at your left.’ Obviously this is not just the motherly
heart speaking. In the parallel passage, in Mark 10:37, John and James themselves
make the request.

Jesus explains that his kingdom means suffering rather than status. Instead of
being honoured by the world he and his disciples will endure rejection. Do they
still want special privileges? John and James say that they are prepared to suffer,
or as it is put in verse 22, ‘to drink the cup with him.’ Yet this is not the end of
the story.

Naturally the request upsets the other ten disciples. ‘They were indignant (verse
25).’ So Jesus calls them together and makes a little speech, culminating in today’s
text: ‘You know that in the world, rulers lord it over their subjects, and their
great men make them feel the weight of authority, but it shall not be so with
you. Among you, whoever wants to be great must be your servant, and whoever
wants to be first must be the willing slave of all – like the Son of Man; he did
not come to be served, but to serve, and to give up his life as a ransom for many.’
(verse 26)

The message is clear. The Kingdom of God is an altogether different kind of
kingdom. Unlike a worldly kingdom it does not believe in a power hierarchy
where the rulers are served by the ruled and where the distinctions are based
on service rather than dominance. The spiritual order is different from the civic
one. Both may represent order and as such both have God’s blessing, but the
former have a purer kind of authority and are therefore a blueprint for a different
kind of existence. In this blueprint the impure elements have been sifted out
and eliminated.

Yet that spiritual order (the Kingdom of God) is not just a pipe dream, an escape
concocted to make existence somewhat less traumatic and painful. It is also a
potential, yet realistic goal, provided that societies, groups in that society, or
isolated individuals, manage to distance themselves from their obsession with
instincts for self-preservation, self-enhancement and physical integrity. It puts
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natural selfishness and intrinsic narcissism on the backburner. It does not deny
its importance and reality, but also puts the opposite, self-denying service, in
the forefront.

In the Kingdom of God promotion of self-denying service has higher priority.
The Biblical passages relating to the Kingdom of God imply its communal,
family-like aspect. It is more a brotherhood where love and mutual acceptance
rather than power and hierarchy are central. The Kingdom of God requires a
vision beyond mere seeing, hearing and understanding (Matthew 13:15).

Jesus and his followers are steeped in the ancient tradition of Jehovah’s authority
subjugating all lesser authorities (Exodus 20:3). Yahweh requires obedience,
self-denial for the common good, loving one’s neighbour, all norms and values
pointing to a just social order and all contributing to binding such a society
together. If that society is corrupt, hypocritical and allows abuse of power, Jesus
with a long line of prophets stretching way back to Moses does not hesitate to
voice opposition.

How does Calvin interpret the story? As expected, he does not spare the followers
of Jesus. ‘This narrative contains a bright mirror of human vanity; for it shows
that proper and holy zeal is often accompanied by ambition, or some other vice
of the flesh, so that they who follow Christ have a different object in view from
what they ought to have.’ And then he follows it up by saying ‘If this happens
to two excellent disciples, with what care ought we to walk, if we do not turn
from the right path. More especially, when any plausible occasion presents itself,
we ought to be on our guard, lest the desire for honours corrupts the feeling of
piety.’

To Calvin, holy organizations are in no way exempt from corruption. Impurity
is so much part of human nature that it pervades all men’s actions. God may
implant the pure seed in our hearts, he says, but then ‘it becomes degenerate
and corrupted.’ The disciples imagined ‘a kingdom, which did not exist’, and
therefore we ought to pray for the Lord to open ‘the eyes of our mind’ and to
keep our faith ‘pure from all mixture.’ In other words it is commitment to a
mind-enlarging universe, foreign to the kingdoms of this world that our
identification with Christ encourages and promotes.

Power, to Calvin, is a dangerous thing. Those who have power run the risk of
pride; Calvin has no illusions about the motives of the powerful. He refers to
kings ‘who have greater delight in their power, and a stronger desire that it
should be formidable, than that it should be founded in the consent of the
people.’

Yet the ‘uneducated men of ordinary rank’ are not any better. To them too
‘wicked ambition’ comes ‘natural.’ ‘Power and honours’ can go to their heads
‘unless the spirit of modesty, coming from heaven, extinguishes the pride which
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has firm hold of the nature of man.’ ‘Every man is carried away by a love of
himself.’ The solution therefore is ‘that this passion should be directed to a
different subject. Let the only greatness, eminence, and rank, which you desire,
be, to submit to your brethren; and let this be your primacy, to be the servants
of all.’

Yet power is also a necessity. ‘As to the degree in which some men rise above
others, it is not our business to inquire, and God did not intend that it should
be revealed to us by Christ, but that it should be reserved till the latest revelation.
There is not necessarily equality among the children of God … to each is promised
that degree of honour to which he has been set apart by the eternal purpose of
God.’ Here Calvin admits that the practical order and civic administrations have
their own merits, however much they fall short of God’s more comprehensive
vision.

Calvin could have strengthened his argument about the danger of power if he
had read The Prince by his contemporary Nicolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), written
in 1513 to get back into the graces of the Medici in Florence, but not published
until after his death. In it, Machiavelli advises the prince on using any worldly
means (including religion) to keep worldly power and to rely only on himself.
This kind of power is the exact opposite of the power Jesus and Calvin have in
mind when they refer to the Kingdom of God.

Calvin thinks that ‘everyone (of the disciples) preferred himself to the rest’ and
has succumbed to ‘the deadly plague of ambition’ and that therefore Christ
‘warns them that nothing is more foolish than to fight about nothing.’ He stresses
that the design of Christ was ‘to distinguish between the spiritual government
of the Church and the empires of the world.’

We are reminded here of Hans Christian Anderson’s fairy tale The Emperor’s
Clothes. Some of you probably remember the story of the king who was
excessively fond of new clothes. One day two swindlers visit him. They claim
to be weavers and say that they can produce cloth that has the most wonderful
quality of becoming invisible to every person who was not fit for the office he
held or who was impossibly dull. The Emperor ordered a new costume and
decided he would wear it at an important procession. He could not see it himself,
but was too ashamed to admit that he was not fit to be king, because everybody
else was admiring it. All bystanders pretended to see the non-existing clothes,
as they could not face the thought of being unfit for their job or being a
nincompoop. And then a little child said: ‘But he has nothing on.’ Calvin
interprets Christ to be like the little child and say: ‘Just look a bit closer and
you will discover the nakedness behind earthly power.’

Calvin also makes it clear that the opposites of power and service need one
another: ‘even kings do not rule justly or lawfully, unless they serve.’ In so far
as the Kingdom of God is identical to the invisible church it is still bound to the
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mundane necessity of orderly organization with all the imperfections that this
implies. ‘For as God has been pleased that the communion of his Church shall
be maintained in this external society, anyone who, from hatred of the ungodly,
violates the bond of this society, enters on a downward course, in which he
incurs great danger of cutting himself off from the communion of saints (Inst.
IV i l6).’

Calvin finishes his comments on verse 28 (where Jesus refers to himself as the
Son of Man who did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give up his life
as a ransom for many) by quoting from Romans 5:15, where Paul does not speak
of just a section of society, ‘but embraces the whole human race.’ In other words
the mission of the followers of Jesus is to witness to the Kingdom of God as the
transcendent reality that binds the entire world together and thereby overcomes
the narrow obsessions with self-sufficiency and puny cravings for earthly power.

The other reading for today comes from Isaiah 42:1-9. It was undoubtedly in
Jesus’ mind when he made his little speech to his disciples about service rather
than power. God, according to the prophet, will send his servant, within whom
‘his spirit dwells’ to ‘make justice shine upon the nations (verse 1).’ That justice
is very encompassing. It denotes both the unifying force binding the nations
together and the kind of good government that treats all its citizens with
understanding and respect.

That servant is not pompous and self-indulgent, but self-giving and sensitive
(verse 2-3). He will make ‘justice shine on every race’ and has been appointed
‘to be a light to all peoples, a beacon for the nations, to open eyes that are blind,
to bring captives out of prison, out of the dungeons where they lie in darkness
(verse 6-7).’

To Calvin, Christ is the humble servant mentioned in Isaiah 42. ‘Christ was sent
in order to bring the whole world under the authority of God and obedience to
him; and this showed that without him everything is confused and disordered.’
Yet the kingdom he represents ‘is not external, but belongs to the inner man;
for it consists of a good conscience and uprightness of life, not what is so
reckoned before men, but what is so reckoned before God.’ Calvin finds
approvingly (Romans 6:4), it is Christ who came to rescue men from perversion
and corruption. He ‘came with the heavenly power of the Spirit that it might
change our disposition, and thus form us again to newness of life.’

Christ is ‘unlike earthly princes … he will support the weak and feeble.’ Christ
also represents peace because he reconciles those who were formerly separated
from one another or from God. He ‘was promised, not only to the Jews, but to
the whole world.’ Calvin then finishes his commentary on verse six as follows:
‘Now, then, the blame lies solely with ourselves, if we do not become partakers
of this salvation; for he calls all men to himself, without a single exception, and
gives Christ to all, that we may be illuminated by him. Let us only open our
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eyes, he alone will dispel darkness, and illuminate our minds by the ‘light’ of
truth.’

How relevant are today’s Bible readings and Calvin’s commentaries for our day
and age? And how can we bring the present day social science knowledge to
bear on those deliberations? After all, Calvin expressly singles out those ‘lazy
believers who do not make use of the works of the ungodly in physics,
symbiotics, mathematics and other similar sciences’ for condemnation (Inst. II
ii 16). And if Calvin were alive today he would certainly add anthropology,
psychology, sociology and particularly political science on power to ‘the works
of the ungodly.’

There are at least three areas in which today’s readings (Isaiah 42:1-9 and
Matthew 20:20-28), where Calvin’s interpretation and present day social sciences
are relevant. I will take each of these one by one: (1) disorder and minimization
of conflict; (2) global mission; (3) organizational corruption.

(1) Disorder and conflict minimization. God’s Kingdom, in contrast with an
earthly kingdom the disciples had in mind represents the pure order that is
constantly undone by man’s propensity for disorder and conflict. Selfishness
and pride endanger the social bond. By contrast, self-denial and modesty
strengthen it. Yet perfect order in a perfect society requires more than self-denial
and modesty. Leadership may be necessary for the smooth running of any group,
community or society, but tension arises when the leader is incompetent or
abuses power. Therefore justice is another vital ingredient for any society worthy
the name. And God, as Calvin beautifully points out in his commentary, expects
a leader to also serve. This means that to Calvin, listening to those who are led
is an important characteristic of a good leader. That’s why he mentions ‘consent
of the people’ when he discusses our text for today, Matthew 20:25.

Yet human nature is anything but perfect in Calvin’s book and abuse of power
has proved to be a perpetual threat for civic order. And therefore Calvin assumes
that ‘consent of the people’ is a counter-balance to this perpetual threat. By
implication the democratic style of government fits this suspicion of human
nature. It reduces the temptation of power abuse through a system of checks
and balances, assigning the power of election to the ruled. Democracy and
Calvinism have therefore tended to be associated historically.

Given this view of human nature and civic order, it is in line with Calvin’s
thinking to favour all international efforts to diminish both internal and external
conflicts within and between nations through international organizations, such
as the United Nations, its various organizations and the International Court of
Justice. To superimpose on rogue nations both its democratic expectations and,
if necessary, punishment for abusing power is therefore an important means for
strengthening global order. This in turn means, at least to me, that Christianity
should be in the forefront of supporting those secular institutions which form
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a democratically elected umbrella under which all nations can shelter to preserve
their common global interests, such as peace and conflict resolution. This is one
way in which the Christian Gospel can be true to its mandate to bring the good
news to all nations (Romans 5:18). However proximate this global order may be
it is in no way less so than the civic order on the national, regional, communal
or individual level. God’s authority extends to the entire global order, as we
have read this morning in Isaiah 42:1.

(2) This brings me to the second level of relevance. It has to do with the global
mission of the faith. Jesus explains that his vision of the Kingdom of God must
be spread to all nations (Matthew 24:11-14). St Paul follows that injunction to
the letter throughout his life (Romans 1:5). Ever since the Christian faith has
extended all over the world it has done so through the extensive learning of
languages of native peoples, the provision of health and educational facilities
for these natives and active participation of the missionaries in the economic
wellbeing of underprivileged people.

One area in which a deeper understanding may be useful is the one dealing with
other religious organizations. Ultimately a sense of competition is unavoidable
and even healthy. Yet in an increasingly secular society and global economy it
is also important to be aware of the contribution any religion makes to the social
and even global order. The latter (global) order is just as much in need of an
integrative soul as the prevailing national or ethnic religions. And the more
secular this global order is, the more sensible it is for Christians and others to
band together for the common, global good!

Yet in their interaction with one another many religious organizations tend to
articulate their differences rather than their common function. This tends to be
the ‘lowest common denominator of thinking’, and concentration on those beliefs
one has in common. To be true to Calvin’s suggestion of ‘mind opening’
interpretations, discussions about common functions are much more appropriate
and would be encouraged by Calvin if he were alive.

In other words ‘interfaith dialogues and meetings’ are much more useful when
functions and effects rather than items of beliefs are on the table. Yet even here
academic comparisons can never take the place of actual commitments. Christian
conversion has rarely been the result of intellectual persuasion and almost always
the outcome of evangelical or charismatic example. Therefore either agreement
about the lowest common denominator, the necessity for tolerance in our loosely
woven society or even an understanding of the basic functions of religious
organizations, are not the best tools for the missionary enterprise. Yet living
one’s Christians convictions is!

However, this does not mean that deep understanding of other religions or the
mind-expanding dialogue and worship with people of other faiths are to be
avoided. Isolation from other believers goes against the grain of what I
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understand Calvin to advocate when he reinforces the universality of God’s
Kingdom embracing the ‘entire human race’ in his commentary on both Matthew
20:28 and Isaiah 42:6-7.

In the middle of the eighteenth century, the Great Awakening, a religious revival,
shook the young American Colonies. It had its origins in the pietist and
evangelical movements of Europe, but had a deeper impact in the fertile soil of
the American frontier. Like a bush fire it swept across the boundaries of the
various denominations which the English, the Scots, the German and the Dutch
immigrants had brought with them, enthused broad layers of the population
and unified them in spite of ethnic and linguistic barriers.

It appealed to Calvin’s ‘inner man’, or what nowadays we would call ‘basic
human motivation determining and making sense of all his thoughts, beliefs and
actions.’ This is what Jesus has in mind when he contrasts the heavenly kingdom
with the human variety in his little speech to the disciples culminating in our
text for today. It is also what made the difference when missionaries to the native
races of North America found that it was easy enough to entice the natives to
change their amulets and prayers into Christian equivalents. Yet when it came
to basic motivation only charismatic example and conversion technique could
make an impact.

(3) Organizational corruption; this leads to the third item of relevance:
organizations having their own agenda. Calvin regards ecclesiastical organization
distinctly as a mixture of secular (and therefore not-sacred) necessity and holy
(and therefore sacred) intentions. Even the invisible church has to cope with
individuals, such as the disciples in Matthew 20:20-28, whose motives are
anything but pure. Structural organization is the issue. In the social sciences
one can read extensively about organizations bending content (or corrupting of
what is supposed to be protected) to suit organizational ends thereby restricting
organismic flow.

This danger is all the greater in religious organizations as they tend to naturally
adopt the sacralizing power of what they are supposed to protect. This actually
means that on this level the religious organizations could do with a bit more
secularization. Plainly functional questions should be un-squeamishly asked
about the utility of such items as women in the ministry, interfaith dialogue,
denominational separation, ecclesiastical offices rather than allow these issues
to ride on the coat tails of the religious ends they were supposed to serve.
Heritage is not unimportant, but in this instance, it is the kind of heritage that
should be scrutinized on occasion.

Good examples in the Bible are the Gospels as compared with St Paul’s letters.
In the Gospels Jesus is hardly concerned with organizing Christian congregations.
He represents a free-floating movement of preaching and representing the
Kingdom of God, as he understood it to be in line with his Hebrew heritage of
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ancient prophecy. The Son of Man, as he said, did not even have a place to lay
his head (Matthew 8:20).

By contrast, St Paul had to again and again instruct the budding congregations
in Corinth, Ephesus, Galatia, Philippi, and Thessalonica how to settle differences,
how to divide labour, how to use talents effectively, how to operate as a group
in the face of persecution, how to make converts, etc. all very necessary things.
Yet all are adjuncts, aids, to proclaiming the message of salvation.

This is the threefold message of today’s readings: The heavenly rather than the
earthly kingdom that Christ represents, is inclusive rather than exclusive.

(1) It includes the alienated, the rejected, the poor and the oppressed. No society
can afford to exclude the powerless and deny the power of their consent.
Otherwise their resentment will be like a festering sore and will destroy the very
peace of which Jesus is the prince.

(2) The heavenly kingdom targets the inner man rather than the outward
appearance of being law-abiding and following outward ritual to the letter. Its
inclusiveness goes right to the heart of motivation and reconciles both
intranational and international conflicting elements and creates unity where
there is strife and rebellion.

(3) The heavenly kingdom gives priority to its inclusive heavenly ‘perfect order’
over the means of organization to achieve that end. It does not allow the means
of organization to dictate the end of salvation for the entire human race.
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