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HOLINESS	AND	POWER	

“Justice	is	power	performing	the	work	of	love.”	
Paul	Tillich	

 

Holiness, Vulnerability and Power 

Power	in	the	Image	of	Christ	
Any Christian theology of power must be profoundly formed by Christ’s own 

example. A truly Christ-formed theology of power must manifest itself in personal 

holiness and societal transformation with regard to relationships as a demonstration 

of the reign of God. This principle applies particularly to the use of power within the 

church as well as to all other relationships and organizations. 

 Divine power as revealed in Jesus, “liberates rather than subjugates,” and thus is 

an expression of divine love (Lipp, Huber, and Stobbe 1999, 311). A theology of power 

must allow for God to restrict his freedom to act, for love’s sake. “God shows power, not 

by asserting himself against us, but by the act of turning precisely to the creature that 

rebels against God” as demonstrated in Jesus’ self-sacrifice (Mott and Tilleman 2012, 

312). This is a distinctly different theological perspective on divine omnipotence 

compared to that of domination and control, as conceived by Calvin (Case-Winters 

1990, 39). It also relates to the biblical concept of justice, which seeks not only to 

alleviate suffering but also to deliver from the power that causes it (Mott and Tilleman 

2012, 27). This raises important possibilities and responsibilities in our understanding 

of social holiness. 

 Lipp and colleagues offer insight regarding power and freedom demonstrated in 

Jesus. “In the incarnation of the Son and his path to impotent suffering on the cross, we 

are thus to see an act of divine freedom and divine power” (Lipp, Huber, and Stobbe 

1999, 311). It is evident that in Christ’s exercise of power, relations of superiority and 

subjection have lost their primacy: 

God’s power is always rooted in love, not pride; it is rooted in redemption, not 

conquest; and it is rooted in concern for the other, not the self. It is humble, not 

proud, and inviting, not rejecting. Its symbol is the cross, not the sword. This is 

why [God’s power] is seen as weakness by the world. (Hiebert 1994, 238) 
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Jesus brings into being a new order, an exercise of power transformed by faith working 

by love that is “free even in the face of death and hence it can dare all for which it can be 

responsible to God. It can defy superior force, because it still accepts even ruin as 

victory” (Rahner 1973, 408-409). This new order reveals holiness in the image of Christ, 

and offers a radically new picture of divine power (Luke 4:14; 5:17; 11:20-22). 

Jesus, as the perfectly holy and human revelation of the Father, “came to launch 

God’s new creation, and with it a new way of being human . . . God’s kingdom was 

bursting into the present world” (Wright 2010, 116). It is a holy kingdom, a reign, 

bringing freedom—the rule of God that brings liberty (Moltmann 1989, 78) which 

Wink describes as “God’s domination-free order” (Wink 1992, 299). This clarifies why 

Jesus’ words and actions were particularly good news to the poor, those who were 

powerless and thus vulnerable to mistreatment by the powerful (Mott and Tilleman 

2012, 12; Rahner 1981, 401). This holy reign of God, ushered in by Jesus, cannot be 

established by force, “but only by its proper means: by suffering, self-giving love” 

(Wright 2010, 98). Hence, the use of power, in its usual sense, has been turned upside 

down.  

 

The Struggle of the Powerless for Justice  

"In a certain town there was a judge who neither feared God nor cared what people 

thought. And there was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, 'Grant me 

justice against my adversary.'” Luke 18:2-3  

The Gospel of Luke has been called the “Gospel of the Outcast” (Witherington 

1990, 52) and of the poor and marginalized. In Luke 18 Jesus tells a parable of a widow 

in need of justice facing an unjust judge. In Jesus’ day legal cases were always a matter 

of a judge deciding to vindicate one party or the other (Wright 2001, 212). Such judges 

were usually appointed by Herod or the Romans and were notorious for their corrupt 

practices, particularly the expectation of bribes (Barclay 1953, 230). The widow in this 

case is without resources of any kind and has no hope of ever extracting justice from 

such a judge. She is a symbol of all who are poor and defenseless in the face of injustice 

(Barclay 1953, 231; Card 2011, 202).  

 This paradox of strength and weakness is intrinsic to the kingdom of God and 

manifest in the essential nature of Jesus Christ. The kingdom of heaven, like a woman 
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with yeast (Luke 13:20-21), comes not in power and glory but in “hiddenness and 

insistent, gentle influence on people whether they know it or not” (Kopas 1983, 199). 

 

The Image of God—As Judge or Vulnerable Widow? 

"Finally [the judge] said to himself, 'Even though I don't fear God or care what people 

think, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that she gets justice, so that she 

won't eventually come and attack me!'” 

Luke 18:4-5  

The theme of the vindication of the powerless is a constant one in the Hebrew 

Scriptures, and the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth continued this identification of the 

chosen of God with the poor (Russell 1985, 100). How closely Jesus’ teaching allows for 

his own identification with the poor is another question. 

 There is a wide variety of opinion among scholars as to the most appropriate 

way to interpret the position of the widow of this parable. Augustine allegorized the 

persistent widow as the church. Some contemporary scholars identify her in relation to 

the individual believer. Others view her as embodying all who are oppressed and need to 

continually fight against systems and structures of subjugation (Snodgrass 2008, 454). 

Each of these can offer a helpful perspective and have legitimacy in the context of 

particular life circumstances.  

There is also more than one way to interpret the role of the judge in the parable. 

The traditional interpretation is that the judge represents God, not in the sense of one 

who corrupts justice, but in the sense of one who holds supreme power and authority 

(Wright 2001, 212; Barclay 1953, 231). Others would see this portrayal of God as itself 

oppressive. Some view the judge as embodying oppressive structures of injustice that 

cannot withstand the relentlessness of the coming kingdom (Scott 1989, 187).  

Reid sets her interpretation of this parable in literary context, noting that in 

each of the previous two Lucan parables—the kingdom of God likened to a woman with 

yeast in Luke 13:20-21 and to a woman searching for a lost coin in Luke 15:8-10—the 

woman represents God. In the context of Jesus’ kingdom teaching in the Gospel of Luke 

an entirely different understanding emerges, namely, that the image of God is represented 

by the widow.  
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Here is an unexpected twist in the parable. That God would be relentlessly 

pursuing justice is not a new image of the divine. But that God is more akin 

to a victimized widow than a powerful judge is startling. She embodies 

godly power in the midst of apparent powerlessness. Followers of Jesus are 

invited to take up the same stance: to draw on the power of weakness to 

overcome death-dealing powers. (Reid 1996, 192) 

 

Kopas adds further hermeneutical insight from the Gospel of Luke: “[the 

female] image is of the God of compassion who brings good news to the poor, does not 

break the bruised reed or extinguish the smoking wick, and gives hope to those who 

wait in darkness” (Kopas 1986, 202). Such an approach to hermeneutics offers a 

redemptive message to the poor and powerless people of the world as well as a 

tempering message to the powerful ones. 

 

Relentless Perseverance Fueled by Imagination 

“There was a widow in that town who kept coming to him with the plea, 'Grant me justice 

against my adversary.' . . . And will not God bring about justice for his chosen ones, who cry 

out to him day and night?” Luke 18:3, 7  

 The powerlessness of the widow in this parable is beyond doubt. It seems 

unlikely that she would have been able to offer a bribe to the judge, or that she had 

other human support or advocacy. Her case looked hopeless. After all, 

Judges have two principal motives to show justice . . . a healthy fear of God . . . a 

deep respect and concern for humanity. This judge had neither of these 

qualities—had no reason to “do justice.” But the persistent widow is about to 

help him find a new reason. (Card 2011, 202) 

 

The woman’s only asset was her persistence (Witherington 1990, 53). And in the 

kingdom of God as illustrated by Jesus in this parable, her persistence was enough. In 

teaching this parable Jesus not only demonstrates a concern for a widow, but even the 

implication that this woman’s conduct—persistent, relentless, importunate, annoying 

perhaps—was a model to the disciples of divinely affirmed behavior (Witherington 
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1990, 63). It is difficult to imagine a stronger endorsement of the widow’s persistence 

than that given by Jesus.  

From this text and interpretation contemporary believers are challenged “to 

courageously face death-dealing powers and persistently demand justice” (Reid 1996, 

194). Similarly, Wright offers a helpful hermeneutical approach that calls for persistence 

in challenging the status quo, practices that need to be challenged with the new thing 

that has happened and continues to happen through the entrance in the flesh of Jesus 

Christ into the human story. Such must be challenged and at times confronted with the 

redemptive word of Scripture (Wright 2005, 121-123). Thus, we see an expectation of 

Christ-followers to social action and advocacy as a reflection of our holy God, revealed 

in Christ. The widow’s relentless persistence is essential in this regard.  

 The promise of the coming kingdom included vindication of the powerless: 

Israel’s god would vindicate his elect, who cry to him day and night. His 

vindicated elect (18:8) however, would be a group one might not have 

expected: not the official or self-appointed guardians of Israel’s national 

life, but those who cry to their god for vindication. They would be the 

forgiven ones. Humble in the present, they would be exalted in the future 

on the day when Israel’s god acted. (Wright 1996, 366) 

 

In the Lucan parables, Jesus features the persistent widow and other unlikely 

ones, as exemplary of the nature of this coming age. The widow of Luke 18 is iconic in 

her persistent challenge of injustice—injustice meaning anything out of line with the 

perfect will of God, anything unholy. “Injustice is sin, systems, powers and authorities 

that damage the world. Injustice is greed, desire and harmful practices and beliefs that 

diminish people and society" (Roberts and Strickland 2008, 14). This is the holy Divine 

image intended to be expressed in holy human community and on behalf of holy 

community. 

 

An Imaginative Hermeneutic  

The Lucan pericope considered here expresses the potential of a refusal to give 

up on a vision, an imagination of justice restored, of holiness demonstrated in 

community. How is it possible to remain persistent in fighting against injustice, to 
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continue to believe for something better? Engaging the Scriptures in such a way that 

creative use of the imagination is involved makes it possible to see beyond what is to 

what could be.  

 Several scholars have used the term ‘imagination’ in addressing issues of 

hermeneutics and justice in the post-modern context. For example, Brueggemann 

describes within each person a “zone of imagination that stands between the input of the 

text and the outcome of attitude, belief and behavior” (Brueggemann 1993, 61). This, he 

argues, is an essential factor in the human capacity to change through engagement with 

biblical texts. It is this sort of hermeneutical imagination that is needed to face and 

challenge oppressive and exploitative practices that hinder and obscure the revelation of 

the Divine image in human relationships expressed in a holy community (Brueggemann 

1993, 62).    

Jesus’ purpose in Luke 18 is to teach his disciples to persist in prayer, an 

endeavor of imaginative faith. Faith leads to perseverance in the struggle and the 

imagination necessary to prevail, the same spirit portrayed by the persistent widow: 

What is unbelief but the despair, dictated by the dominant powers, that 

nothing can really change, a despair that renders revolutionary vision and 

practice impotent . . . Faith entails political imagination, the ability to 

envision a world that is not dominated by the powers. (Myers 1988, 305) 

   

Wink links such persistence with challenging oppressive forces through prayer: 

Intercessory prayer is spiritual defiance of what is in the way of what God 

has promised. Intercession visualizes an alternative future to the one 

apparently fated by the momentum of current forces. Prayer infuses the air 

of a time yet to be into the suffocating atmosphere of the present. History 

belongs to the intercessors who believe the future into being. (Wink 1998, 

173) 
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Questions: 
 

1. If according to Wright, the reign of God’s holiness cannot be established 

by force, but only by “suffering, self-giving love”, as demonstrated by Jesus 

Christ, what does this mean in terms of Christian community? Christian 

leadership?  

2. What might Jesus’ identifying with the vulnerable widow in the Luke 18 

parable tell us about Divine power and vulnerability? 

3. How does the persistent widow’s cry for justice (Luke 18) relate to the 

Divine vision for a new community that reflects the holiness of God 

(Genesis 1:26-27 and Galatians 3:28)? 

4. How is your “imagination” to see by faith God’s people as a holy 

community? Specifically, how shall we pray and “believe the future into 

being” to see the fullness of holiness in community?  

 

 

 


