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“What Gets You Going?  Power?” Matt. 5:13-16; 6:9-13; 13:31-33  2/1/18 

 I want to tell you a story from Phillip Yancey’s book, Finding God in 

Unexpected Places.  “On a 2004 visit to South Africa I met a remarkable 

woman named Joanna.  She is of mixed race, part black and part white, a 

category known there as “coloured.” As a student she agitated for change 

in apartheid and then saw the miracle…of the peaceful dismantling of that 

evil system… 

 Instead of simply exulting in her newfound freedoms, Joanna next 

decided to tackle the most violent prison in South African.  Tattoo-covered 

gang members controlled the prison, strictly enforcing a rule that required 

new members to earn their admittance to the gang by assaulting 

undesirable prisoners.  Prison authorities looked the other way, letting 

these “animals” beat and even kill each other. 

 Alone, this attractive young woman started going each day into the 

bowels of that prison.  She brought a simple message of forgiveness and 

reconciliation, trying to put into practice on a smaller scale what Mandela 

and Bishop Tutu were trying to effect in the nation as a whole.  She 

organized small groups, taught trust games, and got the prisoners to open 

up about the details of their horrific childhoods.  The year before she began 

her visits, the prison had recorded 279 acts of violence; the next year there 
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were two.  Joanna’s results were so impressive that the BBC sent a 

camera crew from London to produce two one-hour documentaries on her.” 

 When Yancey met her, he pressed her for the specifics of what 

happened in that prison.  She replied, “…God was already present in the 

prison.  I just had to make him visible.” (From Finding God in Unexpected 

Places, xiii-xiv) 

 Wow!  Joanna clearly had enormous influence and brought about 

significant change for the thousands of inmates in that prison.  And, that 

kind of story really resonates with me, partly because I am motivated by 

influence or power- making a real difference in the lives of people and 

institutions. 

 We are in the last week of a sermon series about motivation.  We are 

using David McClelland’s model, which points to three primary motivations.  

McClelland says each of us is motivated by all three, but that we usually 

have a dominant motivation.  The first one we looked at was Achievement.  

People motivated by achievement like to set goals and chart their progress 

toward them.  The second motivation was Affiliation or Relationships.  

These people are motivated by getting close to other people and working 

together with them.  And, the third motivation- this week’s motivation- is 

Power or Influence.  As with the other motivations, we can find biblical 

characters who seem motivated by this one too. 
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 The first biblical person who comes to mind is Jesus.  The topic 

Jesus taught about more than any other subject was…The Kingdom of 

God.  The Kingdom of God is not a place, but it can be found wherever 

God is acknowledged as King or Ruler- in a classroom or workplace or 

social group or church.  Listen to two brief parables that Jesus told about 

this Kingdom. 

31He put before them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a 

mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; 32it is the smallest 

of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and 

becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its 

branches.” 33He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like 

yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all 

of it was leavened.” (Matt. 13:31-33) 

 What do these parables teach us about the Kingdom of God or the 

Kingdom of Heaven?  The first one involving the mustard seed teaches that 

the Kingdom of God grows from something very small (beginning with 

Jesus and few followers) to something very large, perhaps the presence of 

over a billion followers of Jesus in the world today!  One characteristic of 

the Kingdom is that others are welcomed into it, like the birds who nest in 

the branches of the tree. 
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 The second parable teaches that the Kingdom of God has an effect 

on the world around it, just like yeast leavens all the dough that it contacts.  

Everything is changed by the presence of God’s kingdom; just like that 

prison was changed by Joanna’s presence.  Change and influence 

characterize the Kingdom of God. 

 Elsewhere, Jesus describes his followers as salt, again having an 

effect on what is around them, and as light, driving away the darkness of 

this world.  In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus tells us to pray for God’s Kingdom to 

come, so that God’s will will be done here on earth, just like it is being done 

in heaven!  Wouldn’t that be a change!  Jesus’ teaching certainly shows 

that the power to effect change was important to him. 

 And his interactions with people show the same thing.  At a previous 

church I served, 5 year-old Katy was listening to a children’s sermon about 

Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus, the corrupt tax collector.  (Luke 19:1-10)  

The teacher explained that Zacchaeus was a bad person who cheated 

people out of their money, but Jesus wanted to spend time with him.  “Why 

would Jesus want to do that?” the teacher asked the children.  Katy replied, 

“To tell him he wasn’t being nice and to make him good.”  I couldn’t have 

said it better myself!   
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In fact, after spending time with Jesus, Zacchaeus was a changed 

man, giving half of his possessions to the poor, and returning anything he 

had stolen and repaying it four times over!  The story of Jesus’ interaction 

with people is the story of people being changed for the better because of 

those encounters.  Peter, John, Mary Magdalene, various lepers, Paul, and 

many others were changed forever by their face-to-face encounters with 

Jesus. 

 After Jesus returned to heaven, his followers continued to work to 

change the world as Jesus called them to.  In the early years of the church, 

the influence of Jesus and his followers changed the very culture of the 

ancient world.  In Roman and Greek cultures, compassion was regarded as 

a sign of weakness.  It was never listed or discussed as one of the virtues.  

But the teaching and life example of early Christians changed that.  Roman 

authorities were astonished that Christians cared for the poor, the weak, 

and the sick, often at great personal cost.  And, in time, showing 

compassion for those in need came to be an admired character trait, rather 

than a sign of weakness. 

 It led to the end of the then-common practice of infanticide and to the 

abolition of the gladiatorial games in the ancient world.  It led to the 

founding of countless hospitals and schools around the world.  Later, it led 

to the liberation of slaves and to the end of slavery in many places.  
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Christians have been deeply involved in the elevation of women’s status 

and rights, and in the pursuit of human rights for all people.  Black and 

white Christians led the civil rights movement in this country, and Christians 

precipitated the end of the oppressive Soviet Union in the late 1980’s and 

early 1990’s. 

 On a local level, we can observe the influence of Christians, too.  

Most of the community services in our area for those in need were founded 

by followers of Jesus:  Habitat for Humanity, the Soup Kitchen, the 

Gettysburg CARES homeless ministry, the Ruth’s Harvest backpacks filled 

with food for hungry children, the Adams Rescue Mission, the prison 

ministry, and Meals on Wheels.  All of this traces back to Jesus, who was 

motivated to influence and change things for the better in our individual 

lives as well as our common life together.  And some of us are motivated 

by the same thing! 

 Now, just like achievement and affiliation, there are pitfalls to this 

motivation!  Bonnie and I visited Machiavelli’s villa in Italy when we were in 

Tuscany a couple years ago.  Machiavelli is an example of someone whose 

writing clearly lays out some of the pitfalls of the motivation of power.  We 

can use power and influence for selfish purposes, as exemplified by 

countless brutal dictators and their regimes over the centuries.  The recent 

“Me Too” movement reminds us of how men have abused their power to 
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harass and even assault women.  Even clergy have abused their power to 

sexually exploit parishioners.   

 These many abuses of power is why I really appreciate the design of 

our government and of the governing system of the Presbyterian Church.  

There are checks and balances built in to keep any person or group of 

people from exercising power in a way that does not benefit everyone, or is 

actually harmful to some.  I saw the movie, “Post,” on Friday, about the 

courageous decision of the Washington Post newspaper to publish the 

Pentagon Papers, documents that proved that our government had been 

lying to the American people about Viet Nam for decades.  We need 

checks on the exercise of power, like those provided by the press and the 

branches of government, because of the destructive potential of power 

when it is misused.  And, as that great theologian, Spiderman, reminds us, 

“With great power comes great responsibility.” (Go, Spidey!) 

 So, if you are a person who is motivated by power or influence for 

change, thank God for that!  You have the potential to effect great good in 

your place of work, community, church, and nation.  But at the same time, 

look out for the dark side of your motivation.  Work on the biblical virtue of 

humility, which is an essential counterweight to the use of power. 



8 
 

 I hope this series has been helpful to you.  Our staff members took 

the self-assessment tool this week and we talked together about how 

having the particular motivations each of us has impacts how we do our 

work.  It was helpful and enjoyable.  Those same self-assessment tools are 

available in the Fellowship Hall and narthex to help you explore your own 

motivations further. 

 As I look out on this congregation, I’m aware that some of you are 

motivated by achievement, some by relationships, and some by influence 

or power.  And, I have no idea what motivates others of you!  But I know 

that God’s Spirit uses all these motivations to help us become the church 

God intends us to be.  And for that, I am grateful! 


