
Christ the King 

Today is the end of the Christian year. It has become known as the Feast of Christ the King, or for the 

more republican minded, the Reign of Christ. Kingdoms and kings are not quite a part of our world 

view – however, we can relate to, and understand, the exercise of power. On this day we recall the 

power of God as shown in Christ, as opposed to the kingdoms and the powers of this world.  

So today I want to think about our understanding of power.  

The former Prime Minister, Paul Keating has always been on about the exercise of power. Having the 

levers of power was his goal, and once “in power”, using that power to bring about change was his 

desire, even delight.  Derisively he would dismiss those who simply would wish to gain power and 

not use it, or run such a pure campaign which had no hope of winning power. Power was there to be 

used. Indeed, I perceive it is perhaps the problem of the current Prime Minister. He likes being the 

Prime Minister and wants to preserve himself in that office, and not actually use the power he has to 

bring about change.  

So here is the question: when we think of God, even Christ, having power – what do we hope that  

power will be used for? Or should we be somewhat sceptical – reluctant even -  to gain and use 

power? For as I said, power, and understanding power is at the heart of understanding of who Christ 

the King might be.  

Jesus arose in a context where power was idolised  – specifically by the Roman Empire, Herodian 

Jerusalem and all the temple lackeys.  Jesus stood over and against that power – and was a threat 

and he needed to be removed. The system got rid of him. But not only was he eliminated; he was 

humiliated – as we see happening in today’s reading. He was mocked and scoffed. The message was 

“we are not killing Jesus because he’s powerful; we are killing Jesus because he is a Nothing who is 

pretending to be powerful.”  The Empire and the religious institution had the power – and they 

resisted any threats to their power, even threats coming from such an improbable quarter.  

Indeed, this story of the two criminals crucified with Jesus, illustrates well our dilemma with regard 

to divine power.  One mocked Jesus “Are you a king, or aren’t you? If you are, then do something 

king–like!” Here is a strong echo of what happened to Jesus at the beginning of his ministry in his 

temptations.  Remember he is taken to the highest mountain and promised all the kingdoms of the 

earth. He refuses to accept the temptation. He replies: worship the Lord and serve only him.  

Meanwhile the other criminal sees power, kingship very differently. He rebukes the other criminal – 

and sees Jesus’ kingdom differently.  He simply asks “Jesus, remember me when you come into your 

kingdom.” He perceives the power of Christ is exercised in a very different way. . .  and his kingdom 

is very different to the kingdoms of this world. And that power is not fully revealed or understood.  

But how is that power exercised?  If we are sensibly to say Christ is King, has power It really does 

have to mean something? Is Christ to be seen as an alternative king? Perhaps a new model 

emperor? Or is this all so spiritual, to not be of any earthly use?  

Power is a contemporary puzzle for the church. Since the fourth century we have been a part of a 

church that has been connected with and mirrored the structures of earthly realms and empires. The 

church has had power. And that is still the case in many contexts, though in Australia our direct 

power through and within the state has certainly diminished. Is this power we once had what we 



want. Echoing a certain politician, we could say “Make the church, great again.” With such power we 

could do all manner of good. Or is there something inherently dubious about power – and we should 

be like the repentant criminal and seek to be remembered by Christ who reigns at the right hand of 

God. . .  in heaven. And not here on earth.  

It is the late Walter Wink – a US biblical scholar who we can turn to for help with regard 

understanding “the principalities and powers”. Wink wrote a series of books on power in Scripture – 

variously called Naming the Powers, Unmasking the Powers and then Engaging the Powers. Wink 

saw that when it came to power and its manifestation today, there were two aspects to our social 

and political systems, institutions (including the church), belief systems, economic systems and 

traditions. To quote from his first book, “Every power tends to have a visible pole. An outer form – 

be it a church, a nation, an economy – and an invisible pole, an inner spirit or driving force that 

animates, legitimates and regulates its physical manifestation in the world.” (Naming 5) In other 

words there is a material dimension and a spiritual dimension to the manifestation of power.   

Wink then goes on to suggest that these powers are simultaneously 

1. A necessary part of the good creation, providing the ligament of human social existence, the 

structure and even languages that we require to function. 

2. These powers are however, imperfect, fallen. They have a tendency to usurp God’s centrality 

and pervert God’s purposes which are for the good of the whole. 

3. But as a part of God’s creation they are an object of God’s redeeming work, which is seeking 

to heal and transform brokenness into wholeness.  

Or to summarise his three volume work: the powers are good, the powers are fallen. The powers 

must be redeemed. And these three propositions must all be somehow held together. So we cannot 

affirm that governments, or universities, or businesses, or the professions, or churches to be good, 

unless at the same time we recognise that they are fallen institutions with power.  . . .  and that they 

must be redeemed.  And in their redeeming, this is where it is crucial to recognise that there is both 

an inner and outer aspect of their presence.  

So let us take our current fixation on security and border protection. Our institution of government 

are there to provide security and stability for its citizens. Protection by the state from external 

threats is a high level requirement for our life together. However, does a nation lose its heart; is its 

very spirit being perverted, if this means that we trample on the rights of others – and so detain 

innocent people for years as some sort of macabre object lesson: to warn others don’t do it – don’t 

try and come to Australia by boat. Are we perverting God’s will in doing this? Is our inner pole 

corrupted. 

Or more dramatically we have this issue in the life of the church. In recent times we have seen the 

needs of the institution (its property, and preserving its workforce – clergy) to be more important 

than those with whom the institution relates and who are placed in its care. I think of the sexual 

abuse of children, the powerless within the life of the church. It is obvious. There needs to be the 

church  - which as an institution does have power, and that is not necessarily bad – but with its 

“inner pole” “the spiritual values around which it is centred”,  it can go off the rails and be in need of 

redeeming.  And more controversially, this congregation has experienced Wink’s analysis of the 

inner and outer manifestations of power during the “Uniting our future” process within the Uniting 



Church. The institutional imperative to exercise power, which in that instance arose out of a large 

debt, actually turned out to be spiritually damaging. As Wink says “Only by confronting the 

spirituality of an institution and its concretions, can the total entity be transformed, and that 

requires a kind of spiritual discernment and praxis that the materialistic ethos in which we live 

knows nothing about.” (Engaging 10)   Money, status and influence and not spiritual values, tend to 

win in the tussles over power. 

In New Testament times the various powers – whether they be religious authorities, thrones or 

empires - the external pole; were matched with an internal pole that for our ears today seem 

strange; I speak of all those  strange references to demons, evil spirits, the devil or Satan. In fact it is 

actually these references which Wink speaks about as being “the principalities and powers”. As Wink 

says in this evocative sentence “Satan is the actual power that congeals around collective idolatry, 

injustice or inhumanity, a power that increases or decreases according to the degree of collective 

refusal to choose higher values.” (Naming, 104-5) And as Wink laments, all of this spiritual analysis 

has fallen by the way with modern consciousness and the power of contemporary world views; as it  

just focuses on the external poles of the manifestation of power: the growth of the economy, the 

standing of the institution and whatever it takes for your footy team to win. Our materialistic and 

modern world has proven itself inadequate to take into account the complexity of social reality, the 

exercise of power and what is actually going on. Our society has been manipulated, blinded even, by 

modern day “principalities and powers” – like greed, or racial superiority, or selfishness. Or the fear 

of the other, or Wink’s personal favourite, what he calls  – “the myth of redemptive violence”. (And 

as an aside, doesn’t this all sound a bit like Donald Trump n his message, but he by no means is 

alone.) The spiritual underbelly of power, Wink contends needs to be named, exposed and 

redeemed.  

So what do we do? 

Our best bet is to steward power as faithfully as we can, aligning our own decision making with our 

theology, with the will of God.  For example:  

To whom do we give the power to tell us who we are?  

Who has the power to tell us whether or not we are valuable or successful?  

Who or what has the power to shape our moods and our minds; influence our decisions, tell 

us we are safe or unsafe, and help us discern what is important or not?  

Pop culture; the government; a reality TV show; peers, tradition . . .  

Today we are reminded that there are in fact particular answers to these questions if you see and 

believe in the reign of Christ. If you believe there is a spiritual pole to power; and that if that inner 

pole is awry – but through belief in Christ may be redeemed. 

The words of Paul to the Colossians (1:15 ff) perhaps say it all. I hope we can just push past Paul’s 

language of principalities and powers, but here is the answer suggested in Eugene Peterson’s 

translation: 



15-18 We look at this Son and see the God who cannot be seen. We look at this 

Son and see God’s original purpose in everything created. For everything, 

absolutely everything, above and below, visible and invisible, rank after rank 

after rank of angels—everything got started in him and finds its purpose in 

him. He was there before any of it came into existence and holds it all together 

right up to this moment. And when it comes to the church, he organizes and 

holds it together, like a head does a body. 

18-20 He was supreme in the beginning and—leading the resurrection parade—he 

is supreme in the end. From beginning to end he’s there, towering far above 

everything, everyone. So spacious is he, so roomy, that everything of God finds 

its proper place in him without crowding. Not only that, but all the broken and 

dislocated pieces of the universe—people and things, animals and atoms—get 

properly fixed and fit together in vibrant harmonies, all because of his death, his 
blood that poured down from the cross. 

When power is described as a vibrant harmony; where the dislocated are bound together; where 

absolutely everything seeks to serve God’s will.  . .  we are beginning to understand power, the 

power within us; the true power of Christ the King, and God’s power in creation.  j 

 


