
  

 
Sermon for Sunday, June 10, 2018 
 

THINE OR MINE? 

1. Sam. 8:4-11, 16-20 / Mk. 3:20-30 

 

Both readings today, one from the Hebrew Bible, the other from Mark’s Gospel, deal with a serious issue: 
leadership and the location of power.  

In our Hebrew text, the elders of Israel confront the prophet Samuel, God’s anointed one, in a rather blunt 
manner: “You are an old man Samuel. You are a lame duck. We really don’t care much about what you have 
done for us and your sons have no ambitions to follow in your footsteps. We know you are going to die 
anyway and since you didn’t make any provisions for your succession, we want you to find us a king to govern 
us. The ‘strong man solution’ has worked pretty well for other nations and we are convinced it’s the best 
possible solution for us, too.” 

Understandably, Samuel is a little bent out of shape by this callous treatment. But God talks him off the ledge. 
“Samuel, don’t sweat it. Don’t take this personally. They are not doing this to you, they are doing this to me. 
No surprise, really. It’s kind of their pattern. All I want you to do is go back to them, listen to their concerns, 
and then tell them what the consequences are going to be if they decide to go with a king like everyone else. If 
they still insist on a strong man, so be it. I’ll give them a strong man.”  

So, Samuel goes, gnashing his teeth, back to the people he had served for most of his life, and lays it out for 
them: “O.K. folks, here it is. This is what will happen if you elect a king to lead you. The guy will draft all 
your sons into military service to fight one war after another. He will increase military spending to the point 
where you’ll go hungry because the budget will be totally out of whack. Then, he will appoint his cronies and 
give them everything you have worked so hard for, and he will exploit your wives and daughters. He will keep 
your hard earned rewards for himself and in the end, he will make you his slaves. When that happens, you will 
finally comprehend the consequences of your actions and come crying to God for help. But God will not 
answer you that day.” And without even giving their decision a second’s thought, they exclaim: “We hear you, 
old man. Now give us a king.” And God gave them Saul. 

Our Gospel text deals with the same issue. The people have a problem with Jesus, God’s anointed, and his 
God-given authority. Like in Samuel’s story, they have a problem with God’s ultimate authority and power. 
The elders of Israel made a bad argument by saying, “We want a king because everyone else has got one.” The 
crowd in Mark’s Gospel made a bad argument by saying, “Why are we listening to this man from Nazareth. He 
is possessed by the devil and in the name of the devil, he casts out demons. Who do you think you are, Jesus?”  

Jesus lived for moments like this. But rather than slamming the people for a rather, shall we say, “inconsistent” 
argument, he tells them a parable, which was Jesus’ way of saying, “Listen up folks. Perhaps you can learn 
something.” This is what he tells them: “You cannot say I am possessed by the devil and that I cast out the 
devil at the same time. That makes no sense at all. Also, you cannot claim religious authority and get into bed 
with those in power. It’s either one or the other, not a both-and. Trying to do that is like wanting your cake and 
eat it, too. It’s like trying to stand on one leg. Sooner or later that one leg will give out under you and you will 
fall flat on your face. However, if you insist on living like this, God will have something to say about it.” 

The Bible is nothing but consistent on the issue of leadership and the location of power: The ultimate 
leadership and the ultimate power belong to God, and nobody else. What we want, or what we think we might 
want, in this regard does not matter at all. We acknowledge this every Sunday in the Lord’s Prayer, at least 



 
 

with our lips: “For Thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory. Forever.” Not my kingdom. Not my 
power. Not my glory. Thine. I’m not a big fan of antiquated language in worship, since worship is the work of 
God’s people, and this kind of language may just be a little out of date. But in this instance, I would not want 
to change anything. Thine—not mine—has the absolutely right ring to it. 

Lord Acton is often quoted when it comes to the issue of power. I am sure you are familiar with the phrase, 
“Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” What you may not know is that the quote comes 
from a letter dated 1887 which he addressed to the Anglican Archbishop of England. This is what he wrote:  

“I cannot accept, your canon [i.e. the archbishop], that we are to judge Pope and King unlike other men, with a 
favourable presumption that they did no wrong. If there is any presumption, it is the other way against holders 
of power, increasing as the power increases. Historic responsibility has to make up for the want of legal 
responsibility. Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely. Great men are almost always 
bad men, even when they exercise influence and not authority; still more when they superadd the tendency or 
the certainty of corruption by authority. There is no worse heresy than that the office sanctifies the holder of 
it.” 

Lord Acton had no illusions when it came to human nature and our relationship to power. Neither did the 
prophet Samuel. Neither did Jesus. We humans love to have all the power with the least amount of 
accountability and responsibility. According to our texts, God says, “Fine, have it your own way. But don’t 
come crying to me when things go South.” 

It has become fashionable in our denomination, the PCUSA, and in the church in general to read all kinds of 
leadership theories—Ronald Heifetz was particularly popular for a while with his “adaptive leadership 
theory”— because we seem to think that acquiring more and more knowledge about leading congregations is 
going to stave off the fact that the church is changing, and nobody has a clue how or why. This time of change, 
this time of uncertainty, makes a lot of people very uncomfortable, kind of like the elders of Israel and the 
crowd pressing in on Jesus. There has got to be some fix to this. And so we read leadership theory after 
leadership theory after … 

A few years ago I came across a book by the Catholic priest Henri Nouwen, called “In the Name of Jesus. 
Reflections on Christian Leadership.” It’s a short book. Deceptively so. But it is profound. Rather than paying 
attention to the latest leadership guru, he pays attention to Jesus and the Bible. Christian leaders, Nouwen says, 
face three temptations (he would have made a good Presbyterian). First, the temptation to be relevant. Second, 
the temptation to be spectacular. And third, the temptation to be powerful. In order to counter these three 
temptations, a Christian leader ought to be prayerful in answering Jesus’ question “Do you love me?” She 
ought to engage in a ministry of compassion by following Jesus’ command “Feed my sheep.” And he ought to 
be humble by acknowledging “Somebody else will take you and direct where you should go.” In short, true 
Christian leaders need to be irrelevant, mediocre, and powerless. 

Thine is the kingdom, Thine is the power, and Thine is the glory. Forever. Not mine. That’s certainly not news. 
God’s people have known this since time immemorial. But since we are only human, we have a tendency to be 
easily distracted and we often forget where our true allegiance belongs. Therefore, in times of great uncertainty 
such as ours these days, it’s certainly worth repeating. Thine—not mine. 
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