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Scripture: 2 Samuel 11:26-12:13a 

 

 David overreached and abused his power when he ordered a messenger to fetch 

Bathsheba so he could have intercourse with her. Then, he compounded his adultery by plotting 

and ordering her husband’s death. David’s authority constrained how Nathan, a prophet and 

advisor, could rebuke David. Doing it directly would have been impertinent. He created the 

allegory for David’s self-realization. 

 Nathan prophesized imminent calamity. The child he conceived with Bathsheba died. His 

oldest son, Amnon, by his wife, Ahinoam, raped Tamar, David’s daughter by Maacah. Tamar’s 

brother, Absalom, murdered Amnon for violating Tamar. Later, Absalom raped David’s 

concubines (foreshadowed by Nathan’s prophecy which took place ironically on the same roof 

from which David saw Bathsheba) and then drove David out of Jerusalem. Absalom was killed, 

which sent David into great grief. When David was old and demented his son, Adonijah, by his 

wife, Haggith, seized the throne. Bathsheba interceded with Nathan on behalf of her son, 

Solomon, to succeed his father. After Solomon succeeded David, he had Adonijah killed.  

 David’s fall was a lesson about overreaching in power. Power tantalizes us with prestige 

and control. Power and how we exercise it are intertwined with our authority, our task, our 

desire, and our resources. Power gives us agency. Power brings about change. We can do 

nothing without power. Without understanding power, it’s easily abused. 

 For instance, as a pastor I have a certain level of authority associated with my position 

derived from my role in the congregation, my experience and education, and my spiritual gifts in 

ministry. The extent of my authority is a function of the church’s ecclesiology, the theology of 



church. I would have more authority in a hierarchical ecclesiology, such as a United Methodist 

church. I have less authority in a congregational ecclesiology, like here. 

 I exercise my authority every time I preach from this pulpit in that my words carry 

particular pedagogical weight. I exercise my authority when I ask someone to do something, 

which I use judiciously. An example. When I served a Methodist congregation, I met with the 

Church Council for nominating. When they asked me to ask people to serve, I declined noting 

that my pastoral authority would make it difficult for someone who is reluctant to serve to say 

no. 

 Pastoral authority can be abused. The most lurid examples are sexual abuse, which 

happens across all denominations. Less dramatic are financial improprieties, especially where 

fiscal controls are lacking, or when a pastor publicly humiliates a parishioner.  

 The secular world is replete with examples: military campaigns such as Napoleon 

invading Russia or Vietnam, politics such as Watergate or Whitewater, and business such as 

Enron or Blockbuster. Greed, arrogance, narcissism, fear, insecurity…. these are traits that can 

lead to overreaching power. We define power as prevailing over an adversary. Generally, we 

vanquish whatever stands in our way. We seek to be the last one standing. 

 We don’t associate power with humility or with servanthood, except that’s power 

described by the gospel. Shouldn’t our forces strike fear in our adversary? Except Jesus had 

twelve fisherman and peasants who carried no instruments of violence. Whereas Mao Tse-tung 

maintained peace comes from the barrel of a gun. Jesus maintained that peace comes from 

sharing the bread and the cup. The point of leadership according to Jesus was not to be first, but 

to be last and servant to all. 



 Traditional power coupled with our humanity can lead to inappropriate uses of power.  

We can overreach in our desire to prevail quickly and decisively, which can lead to unintended 

consequences, sometimes calamitous. 

 Jesus through his life and ministry taught a different way to wield power. He taught that 

love is the transforming power. Love not as an emotion, but as a verb. Change through love can 

be maddeningly slow, which tempts us to use traditional power, which is hard to resist. Though 

traditional power can prevail with resources and force, it can be fleeting when opposition brings 

more resources and forces to bear. Change gained through love is far more durable because love 

overflows from a bottomless cup. 

 The changes Jesus wrought were slow. At times it looked like the short term traditional 

uses of power would prevail, especially on Friday towards the end of that tumultuous Passover 

week in Jerusalem. Traditional power nailed Jesus to the cross. Jesus did not save himself by 

coming down off the cross. Instead, he humiliated himself. He let himself die in love for us.  And 

for the rest of Friday and all day Saturday, traditional power prevailed. On the third day, Jesus 

emerged from the tomb to show the world that love is the real power, the power that prevails 

over the ways of death to give us eternal life.  


