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What does the Bible say about power?

Power. We have more of it than we think.

When we see the effect of poverty in the world, it is easy to blame corrupt
governments and exploitative corporations. But the reality is that atrocious
imbalances of power deny millions of people the opportunity to fulfil their potential.
Unfair trading arrangements, unpayable debt and inequitable political systems
reinforce the position of the already rich and powerful.

But we are not powerless in the face of these injustices – far from it. As citizens of
richer countries – with access to education, freedom of speech and democratic
systems – we have immense power to bring about change.

Throughout the Bible we encounter a God who challenges the abuse of power and
raises people to speak up for the vulnerable – and he is looking for such people
today.

There is a place for us to hold governments and organisations to account, a space
for us to speak up for the poor. But first, we must recognise the extent of the power
we have not only to determine our own destinies, but that of many others. We can
take actions and make choices that will empower others to determine their own
futures.

This study pack explores what the Bible says about power and then encourages us
to use our power with purpose. We hope that it will inspire you to search for
opportunities to bring about lasting change.

The team at MRDF.
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Introduction
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u Discussion starter
How would you define power? Write down your definition of power and then share
it with the group.

n Bible reading: 2 Corinthians 4:7-12; Ephesians 6:10-18
yy Discussion questions
1. What is the ‘treasure’ mentioned in verse 7? Why do you think Paul compares

the Christians in Corinth to ‘jars of clay’?

2. What difference can the ‘treasure’ make in difficult situations?

3. What do the passages tell us about the kind of power we have? Where does
it come from?

4. In Ephesians 6, which piece of armour has the most significance for you? Why?

5. Who or what are ‘the rulers, authorities and powers of this dark world’? What
relevance does this passage have for us today? How can we put on the full
armour?

6. How would you explain Ephesians 6:12 to a child?

7. What kinds of things do we think we can do with the power we have? What
might stop us from using it?

l Activity 1
Using the Bible readings from this week, how would you convince a new Christian
that they have power?

l Activity 2
Your group leader will take you through an activity.

uu Action
Farmers in poor countries need fair prices for their produce to survive. These prices
are heavily dependent on financial markets which are often unregulated, causing
havoc with global food prices.

4

Week one – What power do we have?
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Find out what you can do to make a difference to farmers in some of the world’s
poorest countries.

Visit www.mrdf.org.uk/studypackactions for more information.

p Hymn/song: Rejoice by Graham Kendrick

> Prayer
God of mercy and hope,
In the struggle for freedom grant us strength;
In decisions about freedom grant us wisdom;
In the practice of freedom grant us guidance;
In the dangers of freedom grant us protection;
In the life of freedom grant us joy
And in the use of freedom grant us vision;
For your name’s sake. Amen

Latin American Council of Churches

5

Week one – what power do we have?

‘Your life is the sum result of all the choices you make, both consciously and
unconsciously. If you can control the process of choosing, you can take control
of all aspects of your life. You can find the freedom that comes from being in
charge of yourself’ – Robert F Bennett.
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u Discussion starter
Your group leader will take you through an activity.

n Bible reading: 1 Kings 21:1-16
yy Discussion questions
1. Who are the main characters in the story? What adjectives would you use to

describe each one? On a scale of one to 10, with 10 being the highest, rate
each person according to the level of power they had.

2. Why do you think Naboth refused to sell his land?

3. When Naboth declined Ahab’s offer, the king ‘went home sullen and angry…
lay on his bed sulking and refused to eat’. Considering the extensive wealth
the king would have had, why do you think he responded in this way? What
does his behaviour reveal about him?

4. Both Ahab and Jezebel could have demanded that Naboth give them his land.
Why do you think they chose not to? What does Jezebel’s strategy tell us
about the ways the vulnerable can be exploited?

5. Why do you think the elders and nobles carried out Jezebel’s request? What
other options did they have? What can we learn from this?

6. How can we guard against the abuse of the power we have, perhaps in the
home, work or church environments?

7. Read the news story In the name of luxury (opposite). An MRDF partner in Tanzania
contacted the charity in 2009 with news that they had been evicted from their land
to make way for the tourist attraction it mentions. A staff member wrote: ‘The
women and children may cope with the lack of food and medicines by staying with
others and having husbands look after them. But by losing land, none will have a
chance of survival. So, if there is a way you can help in land advocacy to regain our
land, please continue doing so.’

What actions do you think the Maasai could take to regain their land? How
could we be advocates for the landless Tanzanians in this situation and others
like them?

l Activity 1
‘Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ Do you agree or
disagree?

6

Week two – Unscrupulous use of power
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l Activity 2
Can you think of any modern day abuses of power, instances where people have
manipulated systems for their own gain? 

Can you think of any systems that work against the world’s poor? What effect does
this have on their lives? Discuss as a group what you could do to tackle these root
causes of poverty.

uu Action
The UK government now owns 85% of the Royal Bank of Scotland and yet the
bank continues to invest heavily in oil, coal and gas projects around the world,
contributing to climate change as well as human rights abuses. Call on the
government to take action to ensure that public money is not used to invest in
projects that hurt people and the environment. 

Visit www.mrdf.org.uk/studypackactions to find out how.

p Hymn/song: I surrender all by Judson Van DeVenter 

> Prayer
This is my prayer to you, my Lord;
Give me the strength to make my love fruitful in service;
Give me the strength never to disown the poor or bend my knees before
insolent might.
Give me the strength to raise my mind high above daily trifles.
And give me the strength to surrender my strength to your will with love.

Adapted – Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941)

7

Week two – Unscrupulous use of power

In the name of luxury
Eight Maasai villages in the Loliondo region of Tanzania have been burnt to the
ground, leaving 3,000 people without food, water or shelter.
On 4 July 2009, heavily armed Tanzanian riot police set fire to Maasai homesteads
and food stores to evict them from their ancestral land. Thousands of Maasai are
now destitute with their cattle in acute drought conditions. They were forced
from their villages to create a game hunting area for a business corporation. 

‘Power without love is reckless and abusive… Power at its best is love
implementing the demands of justice, and justice at its best is power correcting
everything that stands against love’ – Martin Luther King Jr.

News from Survival International
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u Discussion starter
Can you think of a time when someone served you when you felt you didn’t
deserve it?

n Bible reading:  John 13:1-17
yy Discussion questions
1. What is the meaning of verse 3? Why do you think it was included in this

passage?

2. Why do you think Peter reacted as he did to Jesus’ attempt to wash his feet?
How do you think you would have responded?

3. Why did Jesus decline to wash Peter’s hands and head?

4. Jesus knew Judas was going to betray him (verse 11) yet he did not exclude
him from this act of love. What can we learn from this?

5. What model of power does Jesus use? What lesson was Jesus trying to teach
his disciples? How does this challenge conventional ideas of power? 

6. In what ways might we feel socially inferior or superior? What are the costs
of embracing Jesus’ ideas of power to a person in a position of power? 

7. What relevance does this passage have for our lives? How can we apply this
model of power in our interaction with others?

8. ‘Having loved his own who were in the world, [Jesus] now showed them the
full extent of his love’ (verse 1). Write a definition of love based on this Bible
passage.

l Activity 1
Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-8. What struck you about this passage? How do you think
it relates to John 13:1-17? How might it inform the way that we serve others?

l Activity 2
Read Eusephine’s story (p.18). Who are the main characters in this story? Discuss
which groups/individuals have power and how this is passed on.

8

Week three –The powerful servant
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l Activity 3
Your group leader will take you through an activity.

uu Action 1
Demonstrate ‘foot washing’ – find a way to be a servant - in one of your
relationships this week.

p Hymn/song: The servant king by Graham Kendrick

> Prayer
Lord, like Peter we want to follow you,
But are afraid of the cost.
How much time do you want? How much caring?
How much thinking and wrestling with our conscience?
How many of our possessions are required in your service?
Where is your peace to be found?

Help us to understand that peace grows through closeness to you
In our response to your will for us in living and loving.
In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Adapted – Stella Jeffries
Oceans of Praise

Did you know?
Feet washing did not become a church ordinance until the fourth century.

9

Week three –The powerful servant

‘The test of Christian love and discipleship isn’t in how we behave when we are
with the rich and influential but in how we treat people the world sees as
nobodies’ – Martin Turner.
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u Discussion starter
Have you ever been the victim of an injustice? How did it make you feel? Has anyone
ever spoken up on your behalf?
Or
Can you remember something that was said to you that has left a lasting impression
(either positive or negative)?

n Bible reading: Micah 3:5-12; James 3:1-12
yy Discussion questions
1. What had caused God to be so angry with Israel? What do we learn about

God’s feelings on justice from the Micah passage?

2. In what way might someone’s view of a ‘loving’ God be challenged by the God
presented in Micah 3?

3. Micah has strong words for the leaders and prophets, but the people did not
pursue justice in the midst of this corruption – why do you think that was?
What advice would you have given to them as a way of tackling the deception
and injustice that was endemic in the system? What can we do to ensure we
don’t become insensitive to injustice?

4. Who are the modern day corrupt prophets, judges and priests?

5. What do you think Micah would say to us today?

6. What three things is the tongue compared to in James 3? What do these
analogies and the passage in Micah tell us about the power of words?

7. Have you ever said something you regret? How did you feel? Can you think of
a time when your words have had a positive influence on someone? What can
we do to use our words more positively?

8. Micah said: ‘I am filled with power, with the Spirit of the LORD, and with justice
and might, to declare to Jacob his transgression, Israel his sin.’ What issues
might God want you to speak out about?

9. Read Giving children a voice (pg.18). How might Dhanisara’s life differ from that
of her parents?

10

Week four –The power of words
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l Activity 1
Watch Unfinished Business. What changes have taken place in Zambia? What does
this suggest about our capacity to bring about change in countries like Zambia?

l Activity 2
‘Part of the powerlessness of being poor is the inability to get one’s views heard’ -
Paul Kavuma Nkwanga. 

‘You can’t get rid of poverty by giving people money’ – PJ O’Rourke. 

Do you agree or disagree with these two statements? Some people argue that
helping people who are poor to secure the power to speak up for themselves is
just as important as meeting their immediate needs. What is the basis of these
arguments? Which do you think is most essential? Why?

uu Action
Add your voice to the call to investigate past lending in order to uncover unjust
debts. The very poorest countries in the world are still paying over 4 million dollars
EVERY HOUR to the rich world repaying debts which in many cases arose from
irresponsible or self-interested lending.

Visit www.mrdf.org.uk/studypackactions to find out how you can put pressure on
our government to uncover unjust debts.

p Hymn/song: Make me a channel of your peace 

> Prayer
Almighty God, from whose word creation sprang, whose dear Son was the
Word made flesh; guide us in our use of words. May we remember the great
responsibility which is ours. Help us to exercise our powers in righteousness,
wisdom and compassion; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

©1993 Cook Communications Ministries. Prayers For Today's World by 
Dick Williams, Kingsway Publications Ltd. Used with permission. 

May not be further reproduced. All rights reserved.
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Week four –The power of words

‘Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who
are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy’ –
Proverbs 31: 8-9.
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u Discussion starter
What do you think has been your biggest accomplishment in life so far?

n Bible reading:  Judges 16:4 -21
yy Discussion questions
1. What are your first impressions of a) Samson b) Delilah?

2. What kind of power did Samson have? What kind of power did Delilah have?

3. Can you relate to Samson in any way? What lessons can we learn from his
life?

4. Samson’s susceptibility to lust and flattery meant that he didn’t maximise the
use of his power for good. What things might distract us from using the power
we have in a purposeful way? 

5. Read Hebrews 11:33. Why do you think Samson was mentioned as someone
‘who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what
was promised’? What might we infer from this inclusion?

6. Samson’s power lay in his spiritual strength. Where does your power lie?

7. How can we guard against using our power without purpose?

l Activity 1
What is fair trade? Why do you think we might need it?

l Activity 2
What power do we have as citizens and consumers? Discuss.

uu Action
Use your consumer power with purpose and buy fair trade products. Buy one fair
trade item this week, in place of your usual purchase. For example, tea, bananas,
chocolate or clothes. You can find a variety of fair trade items in major
supermarkets, specialist shops or online – look for goods carrying the Fairtrade
Mark.

12

Week five – Power and purpose
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Week five – Power and purpose

If you already buy fair trade products, find out what you can do to make your area
or church Fairtrade.

Visit www.fairtrade.org.uk for more information.

p Hymn/song: A charge to keep I have by Charles Wesley

> Prayer
Save us, Lord, from the temptations that attack us through our strengths:
From using our gifts for our own ends rather than for yours;
From using our talents to impress people rather than to glorify you.
Save us from the temptation to let the gifts you have given us lie idle,
Instead of using them in your service and the service of others.

Lord, you are able to keep us from falling; fulfil in us your promise, and present
us faultless before the presence of your glory.

Henry McKeating  
More Living Prayers for Today, reproduced by permission of the 

International Bible Reading Association
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Week six – Power and persistence

u Discussion starter
Give an example of a time when you persisted with something and saw results.

n Bible reading: Luke 18:1-8; Mark 2:1-12
yy Discussion questions
1. In what way is God like the judge in Luke 18? In what way is he different?

2. In what ways might we be like the judge?

3. What does the passage in Luke tell us about the power of prayer? What do
we learn about persistence?

4. Can you identify with any of the characters in the Mark passage?

5. Compare the two stories. What themes do they have in common? How can
these themes inform the way that we deal with issues in our own lives and
those that affect the powerless?

6. The judge mentioned in Luke 18 responded to the widow’s call for help
because she kept ‘bothering’ him. Translations of the Greek word include ‘to
annoy into compliance, subdue by repeated attacks, to wear one out or wear
down to helplessness.’ On what issues would you be willing to pester
someone until they are worn down to helplessness?

7. The widow and the paralytic man were ‘powerful’ in the effect they had on
others, although they were both vulnerable. What does this tell us about the
‘power’ of the ‘powerless’? 

l Activity 1
Read Challenging the system (p.18). Discuss the impact of MRDF’s partner if they
hadn’t lobbied the government for a Children’s Task Force. What difference might
this team make in the long-term?

l Activity 2
Read The road to sustainability (p.19). Why might the Ugandan women have been
classed as a) powerless and b) powerful in 2001? How did MRDF contribute to the
outcome? How did the women contribute to the outcome? Why do you think
MRDF ended its partnership with the organisation?
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Week six – Power and persistence

l Activity 3
Your group leader will take you through an activity.

uu Action
As a group, identify an issue that you would like make a difference on – such as
trade justice, unfair debt repayments, or climate change. Commit to take regular
actions on it – send action cards, write to your MPs, etc. Let MRDF know what you
decide to do by completing the feedback form.

p Hymn/song: I, the Lord of sea and sky by Daniel I. Schutte

> Prayer
We are here, Lord, because we believe in justice.
It is your gift and our struggle.
Help us to work for justice in our worn lives
In our nation and in the world.
God of justice, lead us on.

We are here, Lord, because we believe in peace.
It is your gift and our struggle.
Help us to change the injustices and inequalities
That destroy true peace.
God of peace, lead us on.

Adapted from an Action for World Development service held in Brisbane, Australia
Prayers encircling the world, SPCK, by permission of SPCK

‘Words of wisdom come when good people speak for justice’ – Psalm 37:30.
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Visit the following websites to find more ways to use your power in a positive way.

10:10
www.1010uk.org

Amnesty International
www.amnesty.org.uk

Christian Solidarity Worldwide
www.csw.org.uk

Fairtrade Foundation
www.fairtrade.org.uk

Jubilee Debt Campaign
www.jubileedebtcampaign.org.uk

Labour Behind the Label
www.labourbehindthelabel.org

Micah Challenge
www.micahchallenge.org.uk

Operation Noah
www.operationnoah.org

SPEAK
www.speak.org.uk

Stop Climate Chaos
www.stopclimatechaos.org

Stop the Traffik
www.stopthetraffik.org

Trade Justice Movement
www.tjm.org.uk

We Are What We Do
www.wearewhatwedo.org

World Development Movement
www.wdm.org.uk
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Further actions
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The Methodist Relief and Development Fund (MRDF) makes small miracles
possible for people living in the world’s poorest communities through long-term
development, emergency relief and campaigning against the causes of poverty. MRDF
supports 43 local, community-based organisations in over 20 of the poorest
countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America, helping individuals and communities to
transform their lives and become more self-sufficient.

To donate to MRDF or to sign up for regular news and updates by post or email,
call 020 7467 5132 or visit www.mrdf.org.uk

The Evangelical Alliance (EA) was founded in 1846 and is the oldest alliance
of evangelical Christians in the world.

The Alliance is the largest body serving evangelical Christians in the UK, and has a
membership including denominations, churches, organisations and individuals. In its
formative years the Alliance particularly stood for the victims of religious
persecution and enabled evangelicals from different denominations to work
together.

As part of a movement ‘uniting to change society’ the Alliance promotes unity and
truth, acts as an evangelical voice to the state, society and the wider church, and
works collaboratively with Alliance members and other evangelicals, to present
Christ credibly as good news for spiritual and social transformation.

MRDF and the Evangelical Alliance

Exclusive video reflections on power
MRDF and the EA have compiled a collection of video reflections to accompany
this study pack. The short clips, which can be used as a part of a personal devotion
time, continue to explore the nature of power and how we can use ours to make
a difference. Visit www.eauk.org from 17 February 2010 to watch the exclusive
videos.
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Week three: Eusephine’s story
When Eusephine discovered she was HIV-positive, she thought about selling her
land. Others in her position had done this when they received the same news.
Thankfully, Eusephine kept her land and participated in an agricultural training
scheme run by an MRDF partner in Malawi. Eusephine learnt how to farm her land
in a sustainable way, using low-cost farming techniques.

Eusephine, who has four children, is currently receiving treatment from a
government-run medical centre, as well as the necessary nutritional requirements
that enable her medication to be effective.

On the land that she nearly sold, Eusephine is growing more crops than ever before,
and regularly donates her surplus to a local orphanage.

Week four: Giving children a voice
An MRDF project in rural Nepal is supporting children from Dalit families by
providing children’s clubs where they can develop their confidence and learn to
speak up for themselves. Formerly known as the ‘untouchables’, Dalits were
marginalised in mainstream society and would only be employed to do menial work.
Society is changing but prejudice remains. The children’s clubs offer children a way
to build their confidence and exercise their rights to access public services, such as
education. 

17-year-old Dhanisara Pariah said:  ‘I was very shy before participating in the group.
Now I can speak and provide leadership. I can ask questions and teach others about
children’s rights. And we all go to school.’

Week six: Challenging the system
It is difficult to estimate the number of children who live on the streets in Bangladesh
but current calculations are around 445,000. Seventy five per cent of those children
live in Dhaka, where an MRDF partner organisation provides hot meals, shelter and
access to tailoring and carpentry classes to thousands every year. Not only does this
vital support remove children from a life of exploitation and abuse, it also gives them
the power to define their own futures, to dream about earning a living, having a family
and living life with dignity.

MRDF’s partner is also engaged in advocacy work on behalf of the children, aware
that changing the policies and systems that adversely affect them could greatly

18

Stories from MRDF partners
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Stories from MRDF partners

improve their situation. A Children’s Task Force was set up by the Bangladeshi
Government in May 2008 after much lobbying from MRDF’s partner and other
similar organisations, and means that the plight of marginalised children in the
country may now be taken more seriously. The group will prioritise the welfare of
such children in the implementation of government policies. ‘We have made some
progress’, said the project’s chairman. ‘We want the children to feel that they also
have rights – that they are human beings.’

Week six: The road to sustainability
In 2001, MRDF began a partnership with a local organisation in Uganda that
supported women to buy cows which were six months pregnant. When the calves
were born, they were passed onto other women. They were able to get an income
from selling cows’ milk.

MRDF’s partnership started with one group in 2001 and ended in 2008 with 11
active groups – 48 women in each. As a result of that initial investment – financial
and sharing of organisational expertise – hundreds of women now have a regular
income and are working their way out of poverty.

The local organisation has also been able to use the fundraising skills it learnt
through MRDF to successfully bid for grants from larger charities in order to
continue its work.

Eusephine has a regular income from farming and donates
her surplus crops to a local orphanage

A former streetchild shares her tailoring skills with another
child at an MRDF project in Bangladesh

Photo on back cover: Saningo Tomboi (right) proudly shows off her writing skills. She is one of hundreds of villagers in the
Serengeti region of Tanzania who took part in MRDF-funded literacy and numeracy classes. ‘I want to become educated 
because knowledge is power’, she said. ‘I will be able to check my children’s homework and manage my household income
better.’
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MRDF makes small miracles possible for people living in the world’s
poorest communities.
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Power – we have more of it than we think.

The Bible has a lot to say about the uses and abuses
of power. MRDF’s new study pack draws on
examples from scripture and the contemporary
world to explore the nature of power, and
challenges us to think about the power we have and
how we use it.

As citizens of a powerful country, the choices we
make have the power to affect the lives of people
all over the globe – for good or bad. How can we
make choices that empower others? Can we use
our voices to dismantle the structures that exploit
the powerless?

Inside:
n six in-depth Bible studies
n modern day examples of empowerment from

MRDF’s work
n engaging group discussion questions
n ideas for individual and group action

All images copyright MRDF unless otherwise stated.
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