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For the theme and content of this issue of Therefore, we are 
deeply indebted to the thought and writings of New Testament 
scholar Walter Wink.  Dr. Wink is the author of the classic 
triology Naming the Powers, Unmasking the Powers, 
and Engaging the Powers and numerous other works which 
represent a lifetime of research, writing, and teaching on this 
topic.  Our relationship to the powers that be is fundamental 
to Christian discipleship and ethics, and the biblical witness 
regarding Christ and the powers prophetically addresses this 
relationship.  We thankfully acknowledge Dr. Wink for the 
depth of his understanding, the clarity of his interpretation, 
and the tenacity of his engagement of a subject so crucial to 
our individual and collective lives.  (cover art: Valentin de 
Boulogne, The Taking of Christ)  H. Joseph Haag

Introduction

We are all familiar with the powers that be: 
the government, the military, the academy, 
corporate America, the religious establishment.  

From these large structures, the list fragments into a 
thousand smaller pieces—state legislatures, county and 
city governments, regulatory entities, local school districts, 
local churches, and a vast array of employers.  We live our 
entire lives in some proximity to these and other powers.  
We pay taxes to local, state, and federal governments.  
We interface with the Internal Revenue Service, the 
Social Security Administration, human service agencies, 
and health care providers.  We serve in the military.  We 
go to school.  We work for a variety of businesses and 
institutions.  We go to church.  We grow up in families.  
Sometimes we are acutely aware of our involvement in 
power structures, but other times we labor under the 
illusion that our relationship to the powers is much more 
casual than determinative.  The truth is that the course of 
our existence is profoundly influenced by the powers that 
be, the powers that frame our lives.

For the people of the New Testament, the existential 
impact of the powers was as undeniable as a slap in the 
face.  The vast majority experienced varying degrees of 
poverty which was exacerbated by, if not directly caused 
by, the powers.  The heavy tribute levied by Rome upon 
provincial governments was passed on to local residents.  
Throughout most of the first century, the burden of this 
tribute led to small land owners losing their land and 
people who lived even closer to the margins falling into 
abject poverty.  Wealth which was already unevenly 
distributed was concentrated into fewer and fewer hands.

The Pax Romana (Peace of Rome) was sustained 
by economic and military oppression.  The presence of 
Roman legions and the regular experience of civilians 
being conscripted to carry soldiers’ burdens throughout 
the empire served as ready reminders of imperial 
authority.  Religious establishments of various stripes 
claimed people’s allegiance (sometimes in behalf of the 
empire), and especially in Palestine, religious authorities 
closely regulated every aspect of daily life and enforced 
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the categorical distinctions between clean and unclean, 
between men and women, between righteous and 
unrighteous, between insiders and outsiders.

For those who dared to challenge the power of the 
Empire, crucifixion served as an excruciatingly painful 
and humiliating public deterrent.  Given this context, 
it is not surprising that the language of power pervades 
the New Testament.  As Jesus heals diseased and demon-
possessed Palestinian peasants, he ministers to the very 
people who have been oppressed and forgotten by imperial 
and religious authorities.  As he reaches out to women, 
children, outsiders, and others who have been marginalized 
by the powers, he inaugurates the kingdom of God:

And he went about all Galilee, teaching in their 
synagogues and preaching the gospel of the kingdom 
and healing every disease and every infirmity among 
the people.  So his fame spread throughout all Syria, 
and they brought him all the sick, those afflicted with 
various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, and 
paralytics, and he healed them.      (Matt. 4:23-24)

And John, calling to him two of his disciples, sent them 
to the Lord saying, “Are you he who is to come or shall 
we look for another?” . . . And he answered them, 
“Go tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind 
receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, 
and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have 
good news preached to them.”        (Luke 7:19, 22)

But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, 
then the Kingdom of God has come upon you.             
                                                     (Luke 11:20)

Contemporary readers have an ambivalent relationship 
to the language of power in scripture.  The individualism 
which so characterizes modernity contrasts sharply with 
the keen sense of corporate awareness which marked 
Hebrew culture and the early church.  The ancients 
were constitutionally more aware of the connectional 
webs which bind us to each other and to the powers that 
be.  Furthermore, to the extent that we are influenced 
by the philosophical and practical materialism which 
permeates every aspect of our lives, we may consciously 
or unconsciously distance ourselves from the numerous 
references to demons and other spiritual beings which 
form an integral part of the language of power in the 
New Testament.  Yet despite these real differences, we are 
inexorably drawn to the Bible’s address of power because of 
a real connection.  Like our biblical counterparts, we too 
bump up against flesh and blood powers which are patently 
evident in the course of our daily lives and world affairs.

When we allow ourselves to see and appreciate the 
prominent role these passages play in scripture, we cannot 
help but marvel at the visceral relevance that Christ’s 
triumph over the powers held for followers of Jesus whose 
existence was dominated by “principalities,” “powers,” 
“world rulers,” and “spiritual hosts” (Eph. 6:12).  Moreover, 



we wonder what this witness means for us today regarding 
the powers which preside over our lives.  What is the 
nature of these powers and what does Christ’s relationship 
to them mean for us now?

The Powers in the New Testament
Bridging the Centuries

One of the first challenges we face in understanding 
the language of power in the New Testament is to 
appreciate this language on its own terms.  The worldview 
which dominated the first century is markedly different 
from the worldview which dominates the twenty-first 
century.  The people who lived in biblical times by and 
large viewed the earth as a flat disc topped by the dome 
of the firmament and surrounded by the waters of chaos.  
Earth was one distinct place and heaven was another, and 
there was a dynamic correlation between the two.  The 
familiar line from the Lord’s Prayer reflects this correlation 
quite well:

Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done,

On earth as it is in heaven.
   (Matt. 6:10)

Furthermore, as reflected in numerous biblical and 
rabbinic texts (e.g., the Book of Daniel), angelogy and 
demonology became significantly more important in 
Jewish theology following the Babylonian Exile.  By the 
time of the first century, angels and demons were firmly 
entrenched in both Jewish and Christian thought and 
appear with some consistency throughout the pages of the 
New Testament.  For the first-century church, the air was 
understood to be quite literally full of spiritual beings.

Contrast this worldview with the current prevailing 
worldview.  Earth is 
understood to be a tiny part 
of vast cosmos composed of 
billions of galaxies.  Heaven 
is perceived in dimensional 
rather than geographic 
terms.  We are not able 
to locate heaven in the 
context of our dominant 
worldview in the same way 
the ancients could locate 
heaven in the context 
of their worldview.  We 
visualize heaven but do so 
outside rather than inside 
the prevailing worldview.  
We might say, for example, 
that heaven is an unseen 
dimension which exists 
alongside the space-time 
continuum.

Because the present 

worldview is scientifically generated, it is inherently more 
materialistic and less hospitable to spiritual language than 
the ancient worldview.  That is why most people who 
assume the present worldview are less comfortable with 
the language of angels and demons than the ancients 
were.  It is not as if this language has been eliminated out 
of hand for us anymore than the language of God or the 
language of heaven has been eliminated.  Christians are 
able to use this language in ways which are compatible 
with the dominant worldview, but our doing so is not 
generally shared by the larger society in the same way 
the early Christians’ usage was generally shared by the 
ancient world.  Witness what happens when talk of angels 
and demons enters contemporary conversation.  More 
often than not (and sometimes even if every person in the 
communication circle is a Christian), there is a very good 
chance that the conversation will fall nervously silent and 
deflect to another topic.

This observation bears on the task of understanding 
the New Testament’s language of power because it is 
simply the case that this discourse is filled with references 
to angels, demons, and other spiritual beings.  It is also 
the case that the relatively heightened sense of corporate 
identity which characterized biblical peoples inclined 
them to visualize a direct relationship between spiritual 
beings and human power structures in ways which seem 
primitive (and perhaps even offensive) to contemporary 
thinking.  To the extent that we share contemporary 
thinking in this regard, we must embrace the New 
Testament witness unapologetically in its own terms if we 
are to hear and appreciate its message for our lives.

Naming the Powers

Walter Wink’s exhaustive research provides us with six 
guiding statements which 
summarize and synthesize 
the power vocabulary of 
the New Testament:1

First, every New 
Testament book uses 
the language of power 
and typically does so 
in the form of paired 
terms.  While the phrase 
“principalities and powers” 
occurs often (Luke 12:11, 
20:20; 1 Cor. 15:24; Col. 
1:16, 2:10, 2:15; Eph. 1:21, 
3:10, 6:12; Titus 3:1), 
many other pairs appear as 
well, including “rulers and 
great men” (Matt. 20:25), 
“kings and those in authority” 
(Luke 22:25), “chief priests 
and rulers” (Luke 24:20), 
“authorities and Pharisees” 
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(John 7:48), “rulers and elders” (Acts 4:8), “kings and 
rulers” (Acts 4:26), “power and name” (Acts 4:7), “power 
and wisdom” (1 Cor. 1:24), “power and authority” (Luke 9:1; 
Rev. 17:13), “authority and commission” (Acts 26:12), and 
“authority and power” (Luke 4:36).

Not only do the terms for power tend to be paired, 
they also attract each other and related terms into series 
or strings: “chief priests, captains, elders” (Luke 22:52), 
“chief priests, rulers, people” (Luke 23:13), “rulers, elders, 
scribes” (Acts 4:5), “synagogues, rulers, and authorities” 
(Luke 12:11), “death, life, angels, principalities, present, 
future, powers, height, depth, any other creature” (Rom. 
8:38), “rule, authority, power, dominion, name” (Eph. 1:21), 
“principalities, powers, world rulers, spirits of wickedness” 
(Eph. 6:12), “thrones, dominions, principalities, authorities” 
(Col. 1:16), “angels, authorities, powers” (1 Pet. 3:22), 
“power, throne, authority” (Rev. 13:2), “salvation, power, 
kingdom, authority” (Rev. 12:10), “glory, majesty, dominion, 
authority” (Jude 25).

Second, the language of power in the New Testament 
is fluid, interchangeable, imprecise, and unsystematic.  
The same Greek power term is often used to express dif-
ferent ideas.  For example, Luke uses exousia to mean the 
“power” of Satan and to mean human “authorities” just 
six verses apart in the same chapter (12:5, 11).  Luke uses 
arche to mean human “rulers” and a few chapters later to 
mean the governor’s “jurisdiction” (12:11; 20:20).  John 
uses archon to designate Satan as the “ruler” of this world 
and eleven verses later to mean Jewish “authorities” 
(12:31, 42).  This variant use of the same term occurs re-
peatedly throughout the New Testament and in other writ-
ings of the same period.  Also, different Greek terms are 
used to express the same idea.  For example, exousia and 
arche are both used for “authority” (Luke 20:20; 10:19), 
and exousia and dynamis both denote “power” (Eph. 6:12; 
1:21).

Third, despite this fluidity of usage and meaning, 
certain patterns emerge regarding the power vocabulary 
of the New Testament.  Archon usually refers to an incum-
bent-in-office, i.e., to the person who occupies a position 
of power.  Arche can mean the office itself, the office hold-
er, or the domain of power (government, kingdom, realm, 
dominion).  Exousia tends to be somewhat abstract and 
often refers to the capacity for action which is bestowed 
by an office.  Dynamis denotes the power or force by which 
rule is maintained.  Kyriotes usually refers to the dominion, 
territory, or realm over which a kyrios (lord) reigns.  Thro-
nos designates the seat of power as opposed to the person 
who occupies the throne.  Onoma (“name”) functions as 
a literary device in which a part stands for the whole (the 
name of a person of power or rank for the person).

Fourth, the powers in the New Testament are both 
heavenly and earthly, spiritual and political, invisible 
and visible.  The first chapter of Colossians reflects this 
reality:

He is the image of the invisible God, the first-born 
of all creation; for in him all things were created, in 
heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 
thrones (thronoi) or dominions (kyriotetes) or 
principalities (archai) or authorities (exousiai)—all 
things were created through him and for him. . . . For 
in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and 
through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether 
on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his 
cross.  (Col. 1:15-16, 19-20)

The parallelism of the passage implies that the powers 
are “in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible.”  What is 
implied here is made unequivocally clear by the collective 
impact of other passages.  The powers include human 
beings, social structures and systems, and spiritual entities.  
While the power terminology in the New Testament most 
often refers to earthly entities and agents, a significant 
portion refers to heavenly entities and agents.  The mixed 
nature of these references reflects a worldview that the 
biblical writers shared with the vast majority of their 
readers.  Heaven and earth were two aspects of the same 
seamless reality which interacted continuously over time.  
Angels, demons, and other spiritual entities were standard 
features of the first-century’s cosmological landscape, and 
these entities were understood to influence life on earth.  
While some contemporary readers may be alternately 
puzzled, discomfited, or fascinated by references to spiritual 
beings, the first-century church and synagogue simply took 
them for granted.

Fifth, the powers in the New Testament are both 
good and evil.  The repetition of “on earth or in heaven” 
in Colossians 1:20 emphasizes that the reconciliation 
accomplished in Christ includes the earthly and heavenly 
powers which have been created “through him and for him.”  
So not only are the powers both earthly and heavenly, 
they (along with the rest of creation) are God’s good 
creations who/which are alienated from God and must be 
reconciled to God.  The New Testament as a whole reflects 
the conviction that the powers are good, fallen, and must 
be redeemed.  Numerous passages embody various aspects 
of this conviction.  Romans 13: 1-3 reflects their status as 
good creations:

Let every person be subject to the governing 
authorities.  For there is no authority except from 
God, and those that exist have been instituted by God.  
Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what 
God has appointed, and those who resist will incur 
judgment.  For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, 
but to bad.

Ephesians 6:12 emphasizes their fallen nature:

For we are not contending against flesh and blood, but 
against the principalities, against the powers, against 
the world rulers of this present darkness, against the 
spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.
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Colossians 1: 15-20 (quoted above) insists on their 
redemption.  The phrase “all things” clearly includes the 
powers (“in heaven and on earth”), which were created 
by God in Christ and which must be reconciled to God 
through Christ.

Christ’s Victory over the Powers

Central to the New Testament’s message about the 
powers is the proclamation of Christ’s victory over the 
powers.  Several passages vividly advance this testimony:2

Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom of 
God the Father after destroying every rule and every 
authority and power.  For he must reign until he has 
put all enemies under his feet.  The last enemy to be 
destroyed is death.  (1 Cor. 15: 24-27a)

The context of this pas-
sage is Paul’s defense of the 
resurrection of the saints 
against the denial of this 
doctrine by some members 
of the Corinthian church.  
In the preceding verses, 
Paul has affirmed the res-
urrection of Jesus, cited 
multiple resurrection ap-
pearances, and interpreted 
Christ’s resurrection as the 
“first fruits” of the resurrec-
tion to come.  The present 
passage depicts the resur-
rection of the dead as the 
eschatological fulfillment 
of God’s kingdom come, 
in which the last power to 
be subdued is death itself.  
Walter Wink suggests that 
“destroy” is not the best 
translation of the Greek 
verb katargeo in verses 24 
and 26 since Paul uses this 
verb numerous times in other 
contexts where it is translated with a variety meanings 
including “make void,” “remove,” and nullify.”  Here Wink 
contends that katargeo is best understood as parallel to and 
synonymous with hypotasso, which is translated “subjected 
to” several times in verses 27 and 28.  That Christ’s vic-
tory over the powers results in their subjection rather than 
their destruction seems to be more consistent with the 
overall tenor of I Corinthians 15:24-28 and with claims 
made elsewhere in the Pauline literature (e.g., Colossians 
1:15-20, cited above).

A second testimony to Christ’s victory over the powers 
is Colossians 2:13-15:

And you, who were dead in trespasses and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together 

with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, having 
canceled the bond which stood against us with its legal 
demands; this he set aside, nailing it to the cross.  He 
disarmed the principalities and powers and made a 
public example of them, triumphing over them in him.

Many commentators believe that the canceled bond 
(cheirographon) refers to a handwritten IOU in which the 
writing has been crossed through with the Greek letter 
chi (the first letter of the word christos).  The image would 
then be that in Christ the record of our infractions of the 
Law have been crossed out (canceled) and nailed to the 
cross for all to see.  In the next verse the words translated 
“triumphing” (thriambeusas) and “made a public example” 
(edeigmatisen) form the image of a victory parade in which 
defeated enemies are led through the streets of a city and 

exposed to public censure.  
The word translated 
“disarmed” (apekdysamenos) 
generally carries the 
meaning “undress” or 
“strip off” and thus suggests 
more than being deprived 
of armaments.  While 
Jesus appeared helpless 
before the authorities who 
arrested him, confiscated 
his possessions, striped off 
his clothing, and crucified 
him, it was the powers 
themselves who were 
undressed, unmasked, and 
disarmed in Jesus’ passion.  
In the cross, the powers of 
every age are revealed to be 
creatures subject to Christ, 
rather than the gods they 
have presumed themselves 
to be.

A third classic passage 
is Ephesians 1:16-23:

I do not cease to give thanks for you, . . . that God . 
. . may give you a spirit of wisdom . . . that you may 
know . . . the immeasurable greatness of his power in 
us . . . which he accomplished in Christ when he raised 
him from the dead and made him sit at his right hand 
in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority 
and power and dominion, and above every name that 
is named, not only in this age but also in that which 
is to come; and he has put all things under his feet 
and has made him head over all things for the church, 
which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all.

The Ephesians text is striking because of its redundant 
comprehensiveness.  Just be sure no reader would ever 
think that some power in some domain of authority might 
not be subject to the sovereignty of the risen Christ, the 
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author layers power term upon power term, insisting that 
all things (and not just some things) have been subdued 
and revealed to be creatures (and not gods) that stand 
under Christ’s authority.

In this text the subjection of every power in heaven 
and on earth is depicted as having already occurred in the 
Christ event (specifically in the resurrection).  The view 
that Christ’s victory over the powers is an accomplished 
fact is reflected not only in Colossians 2:13-15 (cited 
earlier in this section) but also in a number of other 
passages as well:

“But from now on the Son of man shall be seated at 
the right hand of the power (dynameos) of God.” 
  (Luke 22:69)

“All authority (exousian) in heaven and earth has been 
given me.” (Matthew 28:18)

But nowhere is this thought captured more 
majestically than in the kenosis hymn cited by Paul in 
Philippians 2:5-11:

Christ Jesus, . . .
though he was in the form of God, . . .

emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, . . .
And being found in human form he humbled himself

and became obedient unto death,
even death on a cross.

Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him
the name which is above every name,

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.

As we have seen, the phrase “every name” in verse 9 
is a power term, as are in this context the parallel phrases 
“every knee” and “every tongue” in verses 10 and 11.  Like 
Ephesians 1:16-23, the ancient hymn in Philippians layers 
phrase upon phrase so as to leave no doubt that Christ 
is Lord over the powers, whether they are “in heaven” or 
“on earth” or “under the earth.”  The hymn affirms with 
Colossians 2:13-15 that the exaltation of Christ and the 
subjection of the powers have been accomplished through 
the cross but takes this affirmation a step further.  Here 
Jesus’ execution at the hands of the powers is the final 
step in the self-emptying act of incarnation.  In Jesus’ 
revolutionary subordination, the powers are subordinated 
to their rightful Lord.

Christ’s victory over the powers is thus described as 
past, present, and future.  In Colossians 2:13-15, Ephesians 
1:16-23, Luke 22:69, Matthew 28:18, and Philippians 2:5-
11, the powers have already been subjected to Christ.  In 
1 Corinthians 15: 24-27, they will be subjected to him 
in the last days.  The future tense is also well represented 
in the New Testament’s apocalyptic narratives such as 
Matthew 25:31-46, Mark 13:1-37, Luke 21:5-28, and the 
closing chapters of Revelation.  This “already, but not yet” 

character of the New Testament’s message regarding the 
powers is typical of the gospel itself.  God has come to us 
in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth; is 
with us in the Spirit; and will appear with definitive finality in 
the future eschaton.  In the two thousand years since the 
Christ event, Christians have thus lived in the overlapping 
of Ages—the Present Age ruled by powers (including 
death itself) who presume themselves to be gods, and the 
Age to Come marked by divine justice, righteousness, and 
the power of the Holy Spirit.  In Christ, the future has 
invaded the present.  In Christ, all things (including the 
powers themselves) find their true identity as servants of 
the living God.  In the meantime, only faith can discern 
that the reign of the one true God is sovereign over the 
powers who would be gods.

The Powers, the Church, and the Way of the Cross

Ephesians 1:23 says that the powers’ subjection under 
Christ’s authority is “for the church, which is his body,” a 
claim which can be developed around three observations.

First, despite all appearances to the contrary, the clear 
witness of the New Testament is that we are not in thrall to 
the powers that be in any era or in any context.  In Luke 
10:19, Jesus confers his authority over the powers upon 
the disciples: “Behold, I have given you authority (exousian) 
to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over the power 
(dynamin) of the enemy; nothing shall hurt you.”  However 
potent, invincible, and intransigent the powers might 
appear, Christ’s victory over them means that his followers 
are not at their mercy and do not serve at their beck and 
call.  Even in the worst of circumstances, the early church 
understood this gospel truth very well.  When faced with 
the choice between acknowledging the Emperor as Lord 
or losing their lives, many chose death but not before 
they prayed for the Emperor.  Their prayers served as a 
witness to the subservience of the powers and as an act of 
resistance to the powers’ inordinate demands.  Only the 
One who was revealed in Jesus Christ could be addressed 
in prayer as Lord, and only this One could save the powers 
from their madness.

Second, while our relationship to the powers is most often 
described in terms of resistance, the form of our resistance is 
carefully circumscribed.  A classic text is Ephesians 6:14-17:3

Stand therefore, having girded your loins with truth, 
and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and 
having shod your feet with the equipment of the gospel 
of peace; besides all these, taking the shield of faith, 
with which you can quench all the flaming darts of the 
evil one.  And take the helmet of salvation, and the 
sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.  
    (Ephesians 6:14-17)

Here the defensive and offensive weapons typically 
associated with Roman legions become metaphors for the 
“armaments” of Christian resistance: truth, righteousness, 
peace, faith, and the word of God.  Christians are to take 
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up arms, but not the arms used by the powers.  In doing 
so, we are to follow the example of Jesus, who is depicted 
by the Gospels as resisting the powers at every turn, yet 
consistently doing so through creative nonviolence.  
Several aspects of Jesus’ nonviolent resistance will be 
discussed in more detail below, but suffice it to say for 
now that the phrase “the Way of the Cross” epitomizes 
Jesus’ approach to the powers and frames the dramatic 
movement and irony which builds throughout each of the 
Gospel narratives.

Even as the powers clearly recognize that Jesus poses 
a serious threat to their authority, they are confounded by 
his nonviolent resistance.  So much so that just when the 
powers move against him with force and just when they 
believe they have him firmly in their grasp, they are in fact 
losing control:

While he was still speaking, Judas came, one of the 
twelve, and with him a great crowd with swords and 
clubs, from the chief priests and the elders of the 
people. . . . Then they came up and laid hands on 
Jesus and seized him.  And behold, one of those who 
were with Jesus stretched out his hand and drew his 
sword, and struck the slave of the high priest, and 
cut off his ear.  Then Jesus said to him, “Put your 
sword back into its place; for all who take the sword 
will perish by the sword.  Do you think that I cannot 
appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me more 
than twelve legions of angels?  But how then should the 
scriptures be fulfilled, that it must be so?”  
    (Matt. 26:46-54)

With each step Jesus takes toward Golgotha, the 
powers’ grip slips away even as they attempt to tighten it.  
Jesus is paraded before the Sanhedrin, Herod Antipas, and 
Pilate and appears before all the powers as a defenseless 
hostage.  His followers abandon him, and the powers’ 
minions confiscate his clothes and taunt him.  As he hangs 
from the cross, he utters the cry of dereliction, “Eli, Eli, 
lama sabachthani?”  The 
powers’ authority seems 
final and complete.  Yet 
according to scripture, it 
is just at this moment that 
their fate is sealed, for 
Psalm 22 does not end the 
way it begins.  “My God, 
my God, why hast thou 
forsaken me?” gives way to 
“For dominion belongs to the 
Lord, and he rules over the 
nations.”

The curtain of the 
temple is rent.  The tombs 
break open.  Jesus is raised.  
The Law, the Empire, and 
even death itself are stripped 

of their sovereignty.  The powers are disarmed.  The 
victory parade begins with all of the cosmic and terrestrial 
powers in tow, yet this victory has not been accomplished 
with one stroke of brute force or violence.  Rather, it is 
the Way of the Cross which secures God’s victory over the 
powers and circumscribes the Church’s relationship to the 
powers.  Like Jesus, we resist their presumptive power plays 
armed only with truth, righteousness, peace, faith, and the 
word of God.

Third, even as the church’s approach to the powers is 
characterized by nonviolent resistance, this ongoing relationship 
is not described by the New Testament in purely adversarial 
terms.  We have already observed that scripture regards 
the powers as part of the created order, and like the rest 
of creation, the powers are good, fallen, and must be 
redeemed.  In this context we consider the remarkable 
claim made in Ephesians 3:10:4

To me . . . this grace was given . . . to make all men 
see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages . . 
. that through the church the manifold wisdom of God 
might now be made known to the principalities and 
powers in the heavenly places.

This text identifies the church as the channel through 
which “the manifold wisdom of God” is revealed to the 
powers, which have been created by God in Christ and 
which are reconciled to God through Christ (Col. 1:15-
16, 19-20, cited above).  One inference we draw from 
these teachings is that as we resist the powers with truth, 
righteousness, peace, and faith, our God-given goal is not 
the powers’ destruction, but their redemption.  In a word, 
we are to witness to the powers.  But what does it mean to 
make this wisdom “known to the principalities and powers in 
the heavenly places”?  And what is “the manifold wisdom of 
God” that we are to make known to them?

Walter Wink contends that the phrase “heavenly 
places” in Ephesians 3:10 should be thought of as roughly 
synonymous with the phrases “kingdom of heaven” and 

kingdom of God” in the 
gospels.  All three phrases 
denote the realm where 
God reigns, which realm is 
inaugurated in power in the 
life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus.  As stated earlier, 
the New Testament 
conceives of the reign of 
God in Christ as “already, 
but not yet.”  The New Age 
has begun even as the Old 
Age continues.  Heaven 
has invaded earth, and 
Christians simultaneously 
and ambiguously reside 
in both realms.  To make 
the manifold wisdom of 

7
Man Stopping Tank, Beijing, 1989



8

God “known to the principalities and powers in the heavenly 
places” can thus be understood as embodying the central 
petition of the Lord’s Prayer—“Thy will be done, on earth as 
it is in heaven.”  We bear witness to God’s real and rightful 
sovereignty to the powers from the vantage point of our 
heavenly citizenship and the powers’ divine calling.

Context helps to determine the meaning of the 
phrase “the manifold wisdom of God.”  A central focus of 
Ephesians is the preaching of the gospel to the Gentiles 
and the reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles (i.e., of Israel 
and the nations) in the Body of Christ.  In the two verses 
which precede Ephesians 3:10, preaching to the Gentiles 
has the effect of revealing to everyone “the plan of the 
mystery hidden for ages” which was identified in the letter’s 
introductory paragraph:

For he has made known to us in all wisdom and insight 
the mystery of his will, according to his purpose which 
he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, 
to unite all things in him, things in heaven and on 
earth.  (Ephesians 1:9-10)

The phrase “the manifold wisdom of God” in 3:10 
involves the reconciliation of “all things,” including the 
powers themselves.  This is the very wisdom which the 
powers do not know and must understand, and this the 
wisdom which must be made known to the powers “through 
the church.”  Discerning what church’s witness to this 
wisdom might mean in our own context requires a deeper 
understanding of both the powers themselves and the form 
and content of Jesus’ resistance to the powers.

Interpreting the Powers
To repeat an earlier point, the New Testament 

conceives of the powers as heavenly and earthly, spiritual 
and political, invisible and visible.  The power terms 
collectively used by first-century biblical writers refer to 
the Roman emperor, other governing authorities and 
entities, military leaders, religious authorities, angels, 
demons, and Satan.  Both heaven and earth were 
understood to be filled with powers.  Furthermore, these 
writers assumed a degree of connectedness between 
heavenly and earthly powers.  In the opening verses of 
Revelation, for example, the vision of “one like a son 
of man” standing in the midst of seven lampstands and 
holding seven stars explains to John that the lampstands 
are churches and that the stars are the angels of the 
churches.  The letters dictated to John are not addressed 
to the churches, but to their respective angels.  Other 
(mostly extra-biblical) writers refer to the angels of the 
nations.  In Daniel 10, usually dated two centuries before 
Christ, the archangel Gabriel explains to Daniel that 
he was resisted by the angel of Persia until Michael, the 
angel of Israel, came to his aid.  In these passages, angels 
are not only understood be to be guardians, but also to 
represent to the essence or spirituality of the church or 
nation.  In Revelation, addressing the letters to the angels 

of the seven churches meant in part that the letters’ divine 
message would reach the heart and soul of the church.5

This understanding provides a clue for translating 
the New Testament’s language of power into a more 
contemporary vernacular.  As discussed in the “Bridging 
the Centuries” section above, the worldview of the first 
century accommodated belief in the existence and activity 
of spiritual powers in ways that the dominant worldview 
of the twenty-first century does not.  People all over the 
world still believe in angels and demons, but this belief is 
not nearly so prevalent now as it was two thousand years 
ago.  The purpose of translating the New Testament’s 
language and theology of the powers is not to dismiss belief 
in spiritual beings out of hand, for we understand God as 
Spirit.  Rather, interpreting this language and theology 
into another key provides a framework for reading and 
hearing the New Testament’s message through eyes and 
ears which have been conditioned to read and hear by the 
dominant twenty-first century worldview.

To this end, we propose an integration of the spiritual 
and terrestrial power language of scripture.  For example, 
whereas the ancients understood “angels of the churches” 
and “churches” as separate but interrelated categories, we 
might understand these phrases to refer to the inner aspect 
or spirituality of churches and the churches themselves.  
The two phrases would then refer to two aspects of 
one power: the spiritual essence of the church and its 
physical manifestation.  This integrated interpretation 
actually operates at a functional level in the second and 
third chapters of the Book of Revelation.  The angel 
of the church of Ephesus is understood to embody the 
essence of the congregation—patient endurance which 
has abandoned its first love.  The angels of the other 
congregations likewise embody particular mixtures of 
virtues and vices which characterize the seven churches 
of Asia Minor.  First-century readers saw each of the 
seven letters in Revelation 2 and 3 as referring to two 
interrelated powers, one spiritual and one material.  
Twenty-first century readers may read the same texts 
as referring to the spiritual and material aspects of one 
terrestrial power.6

This integrated way of interpreting the powers 
resonates with contemporary experience.  Anyone who 
has a close connection with a local church is familiar 
with the concept drawn from Revelation in the previous 
paragraph.  Every church has spirit or an inner aspect 
(an angel to use the language of scripture) which can be 
captured with some of the same descriptive words used by 
the writer of Revelation.  This spirit is not just the product 
of the current membership but also of the church’s historic 
membership and church’s internal and external history.  
The spirit of a church builds over time and transcends the 
membership at any point in time.  As congregants and 
ministers whose actions and dispositions run up against the 
grain of this spirit will readily testify, the spirit of a church 
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is enduringly 
resilient and not 
easily changed.  
The reality of the 
church as a power 
which consists of 
its spiritual essence 
and its physical 
manifestation 
is experientially 
familiar to us 
with or without 
reference to 
separate spiritual 
beings.  The 
cosmos may in 
fact be filled with 
spiritual beings 
just as the biblical 
writers believed, 
but this worldview 
is not required for 
us to benefit from 
their language 
and theology of the 
powers.

The integrated concept of the church as a power is 
applicable to other contemporary powers.  Universities 
are powers consisting of unique inner aspects and 
physical manifestations.  Here again, the spirit of a 
university is not simply the product of its current board of 
trustees, administration, faculty, and student body.  The 
membership of these groups over time and critical events 
in the university’s internal and external history contribute 
to its spirit as well.  This inner aspect transcends any 
single moment in the university’s existence and is a firmly 
established part of the university’s identity as a power.  The 
same description applies with appropriate modifications to 
corporations, local businesses, health care institutions, and 
the entire range of government entities—city councils, 
state legislatures , tax administrations, regulatory agencies, 
law enforcement authorities, military establishments, and 
national governmental branches.  All of these are powers 
which respectively consist of unique inner aspects and 
visible manifestations.7

We are familiar with other expressions of power as 
well.  Some are ephemeral and event-based.  A crowd 
gathers for a highly anticipated soccer match, and a 
palpable energy hovers in the air above the stadium.  
While this energy is the product of the moment, it 
transcends the moment and all of its constituent 
components.  Things get out of hand, and the crowd 
charges the fields.  As competitive energy morphs into 
violence, and individuals do things as a crowd in this 
moment that they would never do as individuals in other 

moments.  Serious 
injuries occur, and 
lives are lost as 
people are possessed 
by a mob spirit 
which vanishes 
almost as soon as 
the event which 
precipitated it ends.  
Most of us would 
not say that the 
“demon” which 
possessed the crowd 
was a discrete 
spiritual being, but 
the reality of its 
demonic power is 
simply undeniable.8

Other powers 
are physiological 
and internal, 
like addiction.  
Medical research 
tells us that some 
individuals are more 

inclined to addiction than others, but that the brains of 
all persons who suffer addiction are changed in ways that 
perpetuate the addiction so that the addictive behavior 
literally feeds itself.  Moreover, even though addicts may 
rationally understand the physiological basis of their 
addictions, their experience of addiction transcends their 
rational understanding.  They feel that they are possessed 
by a power beyond their control or comprehension, and 
the entire twelve-step process of recovery which has 
reclaimed countless lives worldwide from the bondage 
of addiction thus constitutes a form of exorcism.  The 
power of addiction consists of a physical manifestation 
and a spiritual essence, and genuine recovery must address 
addiction in all of its fullness.  However physiologically 
based their treatment may be, addicts must be released 
from the power of addiction into the arms of a higher 
power.

This biblically rooted understanding of the powers 
as the integration of physical manifestation and spiritual 
essence is important to the contemporary church’s witness.  
Simply put, if we cannot envision the powers in all of 
their fullness, our message will be stunted and short-
sighted.  For example, our witness to government typically 
involves advocating just public policies and supporting 
qualified candidates who are committed to just policies.  
As important as these actions are, they alone do not 
fulfill the church’s calling because government as a power 
consists of more than government’s visible manifestations 
(e.g., people, policies, and institutions).  Faithful witness 
also requires that we address the spirit of government, that 

Eric Miller, South African Demonstration
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we are concerned that the inner aspect of government be 
aligned with God’s purposes.  Since the purposes of God 
entail the earthly embodiment of divine righteousness 
and justice, then the inner aspect of government should 
entail these purposes as well.  Even in a post-modern, 
democratic, diverse, and pluralistic society like ours which 
constitutionally separates church and state, Christians 
understand government as a power which exists to serve 
God’s purposes even if it does so in a completely non-
sectarian fashion.  Governments which oppress the people 
instead of serving them, which attend to the needs of the 
wealthy before they attend to the needs of the poor, and 
which abandon the long-term good of the whole in favor 
of short-term provincial interests fail to embody biblical 
righteousness and justice.  Saying so is part of our witness 
to government as a power.

Engaging the Powers
The Blindness of the Powers

As if everyday life were a not sufficient reminder, Paul 
reminds us that the powers, like all other fallen creatures, 
are blind to the purposes of God:9

Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom, although 
it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, 
who are doomed to pass away.  But we impart a secret 
and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before 
the ages for our glorification.  None of the rulers of this 
age understood this; for if they had, they would not 
have crucified the Lord of glory. (1 Cor. 2:6-8)

The verses which immediately precede this passage 
build toward this three-sentence conclusion.  In chapter 
1, Paul defends his preaching to the Corinthians in ironic 
terms by referring to the cross of Christ as “the foolishness 
of God.”  “A stumbling block” to the Jews and “folly” to 
the Gentiles, the reconciliation wrought by God through 
Christ is “wiser” and “stronger” than human wisdom or 
strength (1 Cor. 1:23-25).  Employing power terminology 
throughout this section, Paul observes that the 
Corinthians were not “wise according to worldly standards” 
or “powerful” or “of noble birth,” but that in their faithful 
acceptance of the gospel,

God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the 
wise, . . . what is weak in the world to shame the 
strong, . . . what is low and despised in the world, 
even things that are not, to bring to nothing things 
that are, so that no human being might boast in the 
presence of God. (1 Cor. 1:27-29)

Absolutely committed to Christ as “our wisdom, 
our righteousness and sanctification and redemption,” Paul 
determined “to know nothing among [the Corinthians] except 
Jesus Christ and him crucified.” (1 Cor. 1:30; 2:2).  While 
the phrase “rulers of this age” in verse 2:8 most naturally 
refers in context to the human imperial and religious 
authorities who instigated and presided over Jesus’ 

crucifixion, we cannot rule out the phrase’s reference to 
heavenly powers as well.  As we have seen repeatedly in 
other texts, the powers in the New Testament’s vision 
are both heavenly and earthly.  For every Pilate and 
Caiaphas who collaborate to kill Jesus, there are heavenly 
collaborators close at hand.  That is why the risen Christ 
must be “seen by angels” even as he is “preached to the 
nations” (1 Tim 3:16).  That is why “the manifold wisdom of 
God” must be made known “to the principalities and powers 
in the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:10).  The universe, it seems, 
is blind to its own principle of cohesion.  So blind, in fact, 
that the principalities and powers killed the incarnation of 
the very One in whom “all things” (including the powers 
themselves) “hold together” (Col. 1:15-17).  Their action, 
Walter Wink observes, constitutes the ultimate cosmic 
irony:

The embodiment of God’s will is executed by 
God’s servants.  The incarnation of the orderly 
principles of the universe is crucified by the 
guardians of order.  The very nucleus of spiritual 
power in the universe is destroyed by the spiritual 
powers.  The parts do not or cannot know the 
effect of their acts on the whole, and some, less 
innocently, by their worship of their own selfish 
short-term interests, have become detrimental to 
the good of the whole.  The angels did not know 
the Lord of glory, nor did the captains and jailers 
and chief priests and governors.  The cosmic 
process of reconciliation could not begin until they 
“saw” him.  This is why Phil. 2:9-11, Col. 2:15, 
and Eph. 1:19-23 are so adamant in stressing that 
Christ is already seated at God’s right hand, has 
already unmasked the Powers, has already put these 
Powers under his feet and has already had bestowed 
on him the name that is above every name—even 
though empirical evidence for such claims seems 
totally nonexistent.  For if the crucified Jesus is 
“Lord”—if the marred and disfigured form of the 
one truly human being who ever lived has become 
the criterion and norm of ultimate truth, life, and 
reality—then we and every power in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth are forever after 
utterly without excuse.  We can no longer act in 
ignorance of the Whole or pretend to be oblivious 
to the value of the Human over every proximate 
goal.  We can no longer act as if the world is not 
a single system converging on the One in and 
through and for whom it exists.  We are, indeed, 
free to pretend not to know, and even to deceive 
ourselves into believing that our own values and 
goals are ultimate.  But it will only be “bad faith,” 
in Sartre’s terms, and we will have to learn the 
truth very precisely in order to conceal it the more 
carefully.  And this suppression will force us to 
become the more violent and brutal against all we 
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love, in order to mask our remembered deception 
from ourselves.  We can ravage the ecology, 
suppress the poor, murder protesters, adulterate 
the gospel, shake our fists defiantly at God, and 
declare the world a mechanism and human beings 
machines.  But the System of the systems remains 
the ultimate arbiter, and we can no more secede 
from its jurisdiction than we can stop breathing 
air.  The judgment comes again, and again, and 
finally.  For the angels have seen.  And the gospel 
has been preached to the nations.10

The new Age inaugurated in the Christ event is 
indeed “already, but not yet.”  The powers remain largely 
blind to the truth which has been revealed in Christ.  In 
their blindness, they presume to be gods to be served rather 
than creatures who exist to serve.  Against the revelatory 
figure of the crucified Lord, 
they use violence and 
brute force to enforce their 
presumptions.  Domination 
is their modus operandi.  
Against the all-enveloping 
reconciliation wrought by 
Christ, they protect their 
own narrow self-interests 
and perpetuate dividing 
walls of hostility.  “Us 
against them” is their 
mantra.

The blindness of 
the powers is one of the 
leitmotifs of human history.  
The powers have alleged 
their own authority as 
reality, manufactured their 
own truth, and protected 
these illusions with all of 
the force contemporary 
technology could provide.  
In their worst moments, 
their presumptions of 
sovereignty have known 
no bounds, as the euphemisms “ethnic cleansing” and 
“mutually assured destruction” bear clear witness.

Jesus against the Powers

Jesus was killed by the powers because he confronted 
their presumptive sovereignty.  Notice the power language 
which pervades this familiar passage:

A dispute also arose among them, which of them was 
to be regarded as the greatest.  And he said to them, 
“The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them; 
and those in authority over them are called benefactors.  
But not so with you; rather let the greatest among you 
become as the youngest, and the leader as one who 

serves.  For which is the greater, one who sits at table, 
or one who serves?  Is it not the one who sits at table?  
But I am among you as one who serves.  
    (Luke 22:24-27)

In this story Jesus does not absolutely condemn the 
use of power or even the disciples’ aspirations to greatness 
which precipitated this exchange.  Rather, he condemns 
the use of power to dominate others.  Even though the 
word “authority” clearly characterizes his own interaction 
with his followers (cf. Matt. 7:28-29), he is among them 
“as one who serves.”  From beginning to end, Jesus’ life 
reflects this pronouncement.  He is born in a stable, 
has an itinerant public ministry marked by poverty and 
homelessness, enters Jerusalem farcically on a donkey, 
and prepares for his own death by washing the disciples’ 
feet.  On every front, Jesus challenges the hierarchies and 

boundaries which undergird 
the powers’ domination.11

He preaches good 
news to the poor, 
ministers to their needs, 
and thereby challenges 
the economic injustices 
which perpetuate their 
poverty.  Jesus identifies 
with the bottom of the 
social order, with the very 
people whom the powers 
deem expendable.  “Blessed 
are you poor,” he says, “you 
that hunger now,” and “you 
that weep now.”  Blessed 
are those who are hated, 
excluded, and reviled by the 
powers and woe to those 
in power whose prosperity 
and social status is secured 
at the expense of the 
marginalized (Luke 6:20-
26).12

He emphasizes that 
the heart and soul of 

the divine-human covenant (and hence the Torah) 
resides not in self righteous legalisms but in loving God 
supremely and loving others as oneself.  The religious 
authorities who teach otherwise have become powers who 
lead people toward themselves and away from God:

But woe to you Pharisees!  For you tithe mint and 
rue and every herb, and neglect justice and the love of 
God. . . . For you love the best seat in the synagogues 
and salutations in the market places.  For you are 
like graves which are not seen, and men walk over 
them without knowing it. . . . Woe to you lawyers 
also!  For you load men with burdens hard to bear, 
and you yourself do not touch the burdens with one 

Nikhil Halder, The Kingdom Comes
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He assumes a radically countercultural position 
regarding women and children.17  Jesus converses freely 
with women even though respectable Jewish women 
were not allowed to speak to men in public.  He touches 
and is touched by women even though women were not 
supposed to touch men other than their husbands.  When 
a prostitute bursts into a Pharisee’s home where Jesus is 
dining and washes and anoints his feet with her tears 
and a costly ointment, Jesus immediately interprets these 
“scandalous” advances as sincere acts of contrition (Luke 
7: 36-50).  To the outraged chagrin of his host, he tells her, 
“Your faith has saved you; go in peace.”

He calls a woman bent over with a spinal disease into 
the middle of a synagogue, lays hands on her, and heals her 
(Luke 13:10-17).  When controversy ensues over healing 
on the Sabbath, he calls her “a daughter of Abraham,” a 
phrase which is unparalleled in ancient Jewish literature.  
He seeks out a woman with chronic hemorrhaging who 
had been healed by touching his garment and commends 

her faith even though 
contact with her has 
rendered him ritually 
unclean (Mark 5:24-
34).  He saves the life 
of a woman caught in 
adultery (John 7:53-8:11).  
He speaks at length in 
public with a Samaritan 
woman with a checkered 
past (John 4:7-30).  He 
commends Mary’s role as 
his disciple in the face of 
Martha’s complaint that 
her sister should be helping 
in the kitchen (Luke 
10:38-42).  He thwarts 
the disciples’ attempts 
to prevent children from 
coming to him:

And they were bringing children to him, that he might 
touch them; and the disciples rebuked them.  But when 
Jesus saw it he was indignant, and said to them, “Let 
the children come to me, do not hinder them; for to 
such belongs the kingdom of God. . . And he took 
them in his arms and blessed them, laying his hands 
upon them.  (Mark 10:13-17)

He breaks the spiral of violence by absorbing its 
momentum into his own body.  The kingdom of God is 
inaugurated by the narrow and unprecedented Way of the 
Cross.  The Servant Songs of Second Isaiah18 anticipate 
this way, but the church could discern their significance 
only in the retrospective light of the resurrection.  Jesus’ 
dogged commitment to nonviolent resistance confounded 
his followers as well as the powers.  So deeply ingrained 
was violence in human history and society that it 

of your fingers. . . . For you build the tombs of the 
prophets whom your fathers killed. . . . For you have 
taken away the key of knowledge; you did not enter 
yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering. 
   (Luke 11:42-44, 46-47, 52)

He rejects the underlying premise of the holiness 
code which discriminates between clean and unclean.  
We are defiled, Jesus says, not by what goes into us, but 
by what comes out of us (Mark 7:14-23).  We should 
not avoid the people whom the authorities judge to 
be untouchable, but rather the authorities themselves.  
They—not the lepers, the lame, or the demon-possessed—
represent the greatest source of contamination in the 
community.13

He has table fellowship with social outcasts, tax 
collectors, and all manner of sinners even though 
this easy association evokes the authorities’ ire.14  He 
instructs the wealthy not to invite their friends when they 
host a banquet but instead to invite the poor, the maimed, 
the lame, and the blind 
(Luke 14:12-14).  If you are 
invited to a marriage feast, 
Jesus says, you should take 
the last place at the table 
rather than the place of 
honor (Luke 14:7-11).

He crosses convention-
ally imposed ethnic 
boundaries.  Jesus heals 
a centurion’s servant and 
marvels at his faith with 
the remark, “I tell you, 
many will come from east 
and west and sit at table with 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
in the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matt. 8:11).  He heals the 
daughter of a Syrian woman 
from Phoenicia and a demon-
iac in the Decapolis, both of whom are understood to be 
Gentiles by geographic context (Mark 7:24-30; 5:1-20).15

He challenges the family’s role as society’s most basic 
instrument of nurture and social control.  Jesus proclaims 
that discipleship trumps all family loyalties (Luke 14:26), 
will likely precipitate family conflict (Luke 12:51-53), and 
supersedes even the most basic family obligations (Luke 
9:59-60).  While these teachings are among the most 
stunningly iconoclastic remarks Jesus ever uttered, they are 
understandable in the context of a culture which largely 
regarded family members as the male head-of-household’s 
personal property.  When domination overtakes justice, 
righteousness, and mercy as the chief characteristic of 
family life, family assumes the role of a fallen power.  Like 
every other fallen power, family must relinquish its claims 
to absolute sovereignty in the Kingdom of God.16

Emil Nolde, Christ Among the Children
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became nearly impossible for faithful Jews to hear the 
word “messiah” without envisioning a military redress of 
grievances against the Empire.  To one degree or another, 
all of the Gospels depict Jesus’ avoidance and redefinition 
of “messiah.”  Instead of leading troops into messianic 
conflict, he defeats the powers by bearing the cross and 
thereby defines the meaning of faithful resistance for his 
followers.  When one of the authorities humiliates you 
with a back-handed slap to your right cheek, Jesus says, 
turn your left cheek to your attacker also.  When a Roman 
soldier asks you to carry his possessions one mile, offer to 
carry them a second mile.  When a creditor sues you in 
court for your coat, give him you cloak as well (Matt. 5:38-
41).  In each case social context exposes and counters the 
powers’ pretensions in ways violent responses could not.  It 
would be dishonorable for an authority to follow one back-
handed slap with another, illegal to force a villager to carry 
the burden a second mile, and unseemly to reduce a debtor 
to public nakedness.  God uses the Way of the Cross to put 
the powers in their place; we faithfully resist the powers by 
not becoming like them.  Rather, we must be like God in 
loving even our enemies (Matt. 5:43-48).19

The Witness of the Church

The church’s witness to the powers begins with the res-
urrection.  Until Jesus was raised from the dead, his heroic 
resistance appeared to end in futility.  Both the powers and 
Jesus’ followers walked away from the cross believing that 
the insurrection of the empire of God had been terminated 
by empire of Rome and its functionaries.  When the earli-
est Christians experienced the risen Christ and realized 
the real meaning of his empty tomb, the real truth became 
clear.  God’s reign had indeed begun in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus, and God had exalted the risen Christ 
and bestowed upon him power over every power in heaven 
and on earth (Phil. 2:9-10).  In the fullness of time which 
had unexpectedly occurred in the middle of time, God had 
united all things in Christ, things in heaven and things on 
earth (Eph. 1:9-10).  The witnesses to the resurrection (in 
heaven and on earth) were confronted by and entrusted 
with this quintessential cosmic truth (1 Tim. 3:16).

The church’s witness to the powers entails making this 
truth known to powers who remain in darkness.  Like we 
who should know better, they tend to see things as they 
want to see them and not as they truly are and tend to 
serve the interests of their own domains rather than the 
interests of God’s reign.  What the powers need from us is 
our faithful witness to the reality which the resurrection 
illuminates with searing clarity, that God was in Christ 
reconciling “all things” to himself and that “all things” are 
united in him (2 Cor. 5:19; Col. 1:20).  The “manifold 
wisdom of God” (Eph. 3:10) which must be made known 
to the powers is that they were not created to rule over 
their own fiefdoms like feudal lords but to serve the whole 
which is held together by its true Lord (Col. 1:17).  That 
all things are reconciled in Christ means that the pursuit 

of the common good cannot be lost in the pursuit of 
narrow interests, that the good of the planet we all call 
home cannot be perpetually sacrificed to the interests 
of lesser powers, that the welfare of those who are most 
disadvantaged in society cannot be subordinated to the 
interests of the most advantaged.  But how do we make this 
wisdom known to the powers?

First, we must engage the powers without being 
possessed by them.  When first-century Christians 
refused to bow the knee to Caesar even as they prayed for 
him, the church bore witness to the authorities without 
becoming like them.  The church’s situation became 
more complicated in the early fourth century when 
Constantine chose Christianity to be a unifying force for 
a disintegrating empire.  By imperial decree, the powers 
declared themselves to be Christians.  “They” became 
“us,” and “we” became “them.”  The powers captured the 
church not by frontal assault (which produced the witness 
of martyrs), but by assimilation.  As history repeatedly 
demonstrates, the voice of protest is most effectively 
silenced not by its avowed enemies (Pharaoh), but by its 
ersatz friends (Solomon).  The prophetic imagination 
is crushed not by the overwhelming power of the royal 
consciousness by its warm embrace.

This phenomenon is classically evident in the rise of 
Constantinian Christianity and Christendom throughout 
the Middle Ages.  The church adopted the very strategies 
it had formerly opposed (including violence) on its way 
to becoming one of Europe’s most oppressive powers.  The 
cross—which a millennium before had led to the powers’ 
ultimate defeat—now led the crusaders into battle.

Even though Constantinian Christianity and 
Christendom have largely faded from view in the twenty-
first century, the captivity of the church continues to 
this day, even in America where church and state are 
constitutionally separated.  To cite just one example, 
while American Christians do not typically embrace the 
use of violence and often deplore it in certain situations, 
we are tellingly silent about the violence deployed by 
our own government.  When some Christians raise their 
objections to a proposed or ongoing war or even attempt 
to introduce just war criteria into the public conversation, 
their voices are usually dismissed as unpatriotic by their 
mostly Christian fellow citizens.  This is not to argue 
that faithful Christians must oppose every act of war or 
violence waged by government.  Legitimate arguments 
regarding limits on the use of violence by government are 
an enduring feature of church history.  The salient point 
being made here is that the overwhelming presumption of 
American Christianity to actively or passively legitimate 
government-sponsored violence is a sign of our ongoing 
possession by one of the powers.

When Christ’s church looks and acts like a fallen 
power, we have no truth to tell.  When we fail to speak 
prophetically regarding violence and oppression, when 
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we narrow-mindedly attend to our own self-centered 
interests, when we cater to the rich and powerful, when we 
morph into corporate entities which are so committed to 
the “bottom line” that ministry takes a back seat to fund-
raising, the church forfeits its witness to the powers.

Second, we must embrace the message which has 
been entrusted to us in all of its fullness.  When the 
good news we preach is confined either to a message of 
individual salvation or to a message of social change, we 
become guilty of truncating the gospel and marginalizing 
our message.  An honest reading of the New Testament 
entails a witness to the world which addresses both 
individual need and structural change, and these two foci 
are inextricably connected.  Walter Wink comments,

Evangelism is always a form of social action. . . . 
Unfortunately, Christian evangelism has all too 
often been wedded to a politics of the status quo 
and merely serves to relieve distress by displacing 
hope to an afterlife and ignoring the causes of 
oppression. . . . Whenever evangelism is carried 
out in full awareness of the Powers, whether in 
confronting those in power or liberating those 
crushed by it, proclaiming the sovereignty of 
Christ is by that very act a critique of injustice 
and idolatry.  And as the churches of South Korea 
and Brazil and Chile and around the world have 
learned, such evangelism will inevitably spark 
persecution. . . . The converse is equally true: social 
action is always evangelism, if carried out in full 
awareness of Christ’s sovereignty over the Powers.  
Jesus did not just forgive sinners; he gave them 
a new world.  And for those who could not go 
back to what or where they had been, he created 
a new structure—his vagabond, sexually mixed, 
scandalous band of followers who shared what they 
had in common.  Too often our social action has 
been as devoid of spirituality as our evangelism 
has been politically innocuous.  Too often we have 
told the Powers that they were wrong but not 
Whose they are.  Too much of the time we have 
drawn on secular models of social change without 
drawing as well on our own rich fund of symbolism 
and imagery, liturgy, and story.  Many dismissed 
the hymns and gospel songs, the eucharists and 
prayers of a Martin Luther King, Jr., or Cesar 
Chavez as merely shrewd accommodations to the 
subcultures with which they worked.  Such critics 
did not perceive that these were essential forms 
of struggle in themselves, that the enemy is not 
always self-evident, that engaging a Power on its 
own terms guarantees that the victor, whichever 
it is, will perpetuate the same terms.  They did 
not address themselves to the transcendent One 
who alone could work changes which do not 
themselves bear the seeds of new evils.20

Third, we must engage the powers with a wisdom 
that is both discerning and opportunistic.  As part of 
Matthew’s story of the sending out of the twelve, Jesus 
says, “Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves; 
so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16).  
Serpents in the biblical tradition are not embodiments 
of evil but instruments of testing.  Jesus’ advice to the 
disciples was that they test the powers with the truth of 
the gospel and that in doing so they become shrewdly 
resourceful without losing their Christian identity.  This 
counsel is not always easy to follow because the arena 
of engagement is sometimes brutal, and we are tempted 
to meet evil with evil.  We need the Holy Spirit to 
sustain both our strength and our integrity because what 
the powers most need from us is consistent witness and 
resistance which is inspired by Jesus rather than the 
powers.

We are in some ways fortunate to live in a 
participatory democracy where Christians occupy 
significant positions of power in business, government, 
and other realms.  This good fortune means that we have 
the opportunity and obligation to witness to Christians 
in power as Christians.  Fundamental to discipleship is the 
primacy of Christian identity.  Whether we happen to be 
President of the United States, the chief executive officer 
of a corporation, or the head of a local union, the lordship 
of Christ orders our lives if indeed we belong to Christ.

And this is the church’s message to Christians in 
power.  Because Christ is Lord not just of our individual 
lives but of the powers themselves, we proclaim and 
attempt to interpret the lordship of Christ over the 
powers.  This task does not entail making the powers into 
instruments of evangelization and running roughshod over 
the religious liberty of citizens, employees, and customers.  
Rather it involves calling the powers to serve the whole 
and not just certain parts that make up the whole, to serve 
the unserved before we serve the already well served, to 
serve the common good and not just the partisan good, 
to attend to the future even as we attend to the present.  
These agendas do not exhaust our message, but they 
do broadly reflect Jesus’ ministry to the powers and the 
reign of God which he inaugurates.  Part of our work in 
witnessing to Christians in power is to remind them of 
what God’s reign looks like and of their duty as disciples 
to shape the inner and outer character of the powers over 
which they have influence.

Part of the difficulty of doing this work turns on the 
fractured character of the church itself.  The reconciliation 
of all things in Christ means that the things that divide 
us are secondary to the One who unites us.  In a time 
when there seems to be very little common ground and 
when ideological boundaries seem to have splintered 
us into a multitude of competing tribes, the message of 
reconciliation is a gospel we need to credibly embrace 
before we can credibly share it with the powers.
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heart itself; the long fight for justice exhausts the 
love that nevertheless gave birth to it.  In the 
clamor in which we live, love is impossible and 
justice does not suffice.22

Prayer is what makes faith, hope, and love possible as 
we contend with the powers.  As Walter Winks reminds 
us,

Those who pray do so not because they believe 
certain intellectual propositions about the value 
of prayer, but simply because the struggle to 
be human in the face of suprahuman Powers 
requires it.  The act of praying is itself one of the 
indispensable means by which we engage the 
Powers.  It is, in fact, that engagement at its most 
fundamental level, where their secret spell over 
us is broken, and we are reestablished in a bit 
more of that freedom which is our birthright and 
potential.23

In prayer and worship, we are reminded that Christ is 
risen indeed, that his righteous and justice has penetrated 

human history, and that 
his Spirit abides in us 
even now.  In prayer 
God’s eschatological 
future is called into 
the present, and we are 
empowered to hope the 
future into being.  Prayer 
is part of the struggle 
because “biblical prayer 
is impertinent, persistent, 
shameless, indecorous.  It 
is more like haggling in an 
oriental bazaar than the 
polite monologues of the 
churches.”24

The psalmists literally 
scream at God.  Jesus 
himself teaches us to pray 
imperatives—thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done, on 
earth as it is in heaven.  Yet 
none of this is the product 
of our own wills, but rather 
individual and corporate 
acts of submission to God’s 
will, “for we do not know 
how to pray as we ought, but 
the Spirit intercedes for us 
with sighs too deep for words” 
(Rom. 8:26).  It is the 
Spirit within us who cries 
out and weeps, the Spirit 
who shakes us out of our 
collective coma to see the 

Our witness to the powers, of course, also extends to 
non-Christians in power.  The broad agendas mentioned 
above are not uniquely Christian but encompass a broad 
range of humanity.  Jews and Muslims are directed in 
these same paths by their own canons of scripture as are 
persons who are guided by a diversity of theological and 
philosophical traditions.

Prayer and the Powers

It is only fitting that we conclude with prayer, for 
after hearing the crescendo of biblical pronouncements 
of Christ’s victory over the powers, it is quite clear that 
the powers are still formidably potent in the world we 
see and observe.  A powerful elite possesses and controls 
the preponderance of the world’s resources while nearly a 
billion and a half people struggle live on less than $1.25 
per day.21  People are enslaved across the globe simply 
because other people possess the power to enslave them.  
Wars are often fought and combatants killed not to protect 
the world from evil but to serve the self-serving interests 
of the powers who wage them.  Public policy is regularly 
crafted not with the public 
in mind but to further 
the special interests of 
influential powers.  In far 
too many places around 
the world, women and 
children are still considered 
the personal property of 
men who wield power 
over them.  Numerous 
government regimes 
continue to oppress, 
persecute, and torture their 
citizens.  These evils are 
clearly the work of blind, 
fallen powers.

In the long struggle for 
righteousness and justice, 
we are quite literally driven 
to our knees.  The followers 
of Jesus who contend 
against the principalities 
and powers are lost without 
prayer, for if we see the 
world clearly, we cannot 
escape the dilemma so 
eloquently described by 
Albert Camus:

There is merely bad 
luck in not being loved; 
there is tragedy in 
not loving.  All of us, 
today, are dying of this 
tragedy.  For violence 
and hatred dry up the 

Pietro Annigone, Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane
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world in sharp relief to God’s 
will.  It is thus through prayer 
that God propels us into the 
world:

[Prayer] changes the 
world, and it changes 
what is possible to God.  
It creates an island of 
relative freedom in a 
world gripped by an 
unholy necessity.  A 
new force field appears 
that hitherto was only 
potential.  The entire 
configuration changes 
as the result of the 
change of a single part.  
An aperture opens in 
the praying person, 
permitting God to act 
without violating human 
freedom.  The change 
in even one person thus 
changes what God can 
thereby do in that world.  
“Wherever we cast our 
eye,” wrote Karl Barth, 
“the dynamite is prepared 
and ready to explode. . . . For impossibility is, as 
such, nigh at hand, ready at our elbow, possible.  
Impossibility presses upon us, breaks over us, is 
indeed already present.  Impossibility is more 
possible than everything which we hold to be 
possible.” 25  Miracle is just a word we use for the 
things the Powers have deluded us into thinking 
that God is unable to do.26

Conclusion
To ordinary observers, the Roman Empire appeared 

as invincible the after day Jesus was raised as it did the 
moment he died.  Tyrants appeared as brutal and self-
serving, the world appeared as tragic and fractured, and 
death appeared as triumphant after the Christ event as 
before.  But according to the gospel, appearances are 
deceiving, for Christ is risen indeed.  The New Age has 
begun.  Through the cross all things in heaven and on 
earth have been and will be reconciled to God.  The arc 
of the universe bends inexorably toward God’s justice and 
righteousness.  Even though the powers continue to act as 
if nothing has invalidated their pretentions, their doing 

so is in fact an act of bad 
faith.  For the angels have 
seen, and the inner aspect 
of every power is haunted 
to some degree by its own 
self-deception.  In making 
the manifold wisdom of 
God known to the powers, 
the church is called to 
proclaim what the powers 
at some level have already 
seen and known.  The 
powers are not gods but exist 
to serve the one true God 
revealed in Jesus Christ.  
This truth alone will 
liberate the powers (and 
all things in heaven and 
on earth) to fulfill their 
God-given destinies.
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