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“Men are moved by two levers only:  fear and self-interest.”  That was a 

quote from that great humanitarian, Napoleon Bonaparte.    

Of course, I’m joking in my inimitable—irksome?—way.  Napoleon (the first, 

as it turns out) was, of course, the French military leader who rose to 

power at the beginning of the 19th century to become emperor of 

France and conquered much of Europe before being overthrown 

himself and exiled. 

At the end of the 18th century after a very bloody decade of the French 

Revolution, Napoleon pulled together an alliance with several 

prominent political figures and overthrew the ruling Directory by a 

coup d'état. 

His power was confirmed by the new Constitution of 1799, which preserved 

the appearance of a republic but in reality, established a dictatorship 

with Napoleon initially as First Consul, but then crowned emperor of 

France five years later. 

To some degree, Napoleon was a hero for providing stability and positive 

reforms to a country ravaged by a decade of revolution.  

But he can also be considered a villain, as he ruled with absolute power and 

denied his people several rights, including freedom of speech. 

That what’s you can get in a king (or queen).  Mind you, Napoleon was very 

popular in the beginning and the people voted overwhelmingly for the 

changes.  It’s just that he manipulated people by fear and self-interest: 

initially, bringing order out of people’s fear of continued chaos and 

making deals with powerful people to play to their self-interest. 

To be fair, he was not the first ruler to be like that or the last by any means.    
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Still, as I have often said—particularly when I am in charge of something—

that a “benevolent dictator” is the most efficient form of governing.   

Unfortunately, rather than being “benevolent”, dictators tend to be 

“benighted”—that is, “unenlightened;” they look out for their self-

interest and not the people.  On the other hand, the same can often be 

said for the people who let them become dictators. 

Our scripture passages today, touch on these themes, particular the Old 

Testament lesson from 1 Samuel, a passage I actually referred to in last 

week’s sermon. 

Up until Samuel Israel had been led by prophets, starting with Moses, but 

organized as a loose confederation of tribes, making it harder to come 

together against foreign enemies. 

While they have done OK with Samuel as their prophet, Samuel is getting old 

and his sons were corrupt.  So, the people ask for a king, a single ruler 

to lead them as one nation in their wars against their enemies. 

Samuel is unhappy.  He knows that such a request indicates a lack of faith in 

God. Between his sons and this request, Samuel probably feels like a 

failure to God. Despite his best efforts to lead a community of faith, the 

people are forsaking Yahweh and instead wanted to “be like the other 

nations.”  

Samuel prays to God who comforts him by saying, “It’s not you they are 

rejecting; it’s me.”  God decides to give the people what they want—as 

long as they know the consequences.   

Samuel tells them essentially an absolute ruler will indeed be absolute in 

how he rules—and at the people’s expense.  But out of benighted self-

interest, they still want—and get—a king. 
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As the rest of the Old Testament bears out, the king thing doesn’t work out 

so well and, in the end, they lose it all—except for Yahweh.  God stays 

by his people, even as his prophets continue to warn the people, who 

largely ignore them. 

Paul presents a different view in today’s epistle lesson from 2 Corinthians 

chapter 4, using the touchpoint of Psalm 116.   

Psalms 113 though 118 are called the “Hallel” psalms and are recited by Jews 

on joyous occasions, like Passover.  In fact, we, as Christians, recite 

passages from Psalm 116 on Maundy Thursday.   

“Hallel” means “praise” in Hebrew and the Hallel psalms depict righteous 

sufferers who rely solely on God’s mercy and righteousness, even while 

they cry out in their affliction. 

Paul himself was no stranger to suffering both from his physical well-being 

as well as at the hands of others who feared his message.  He certainly 

was not an illustration of a “health and wealth” gospel, which we hear 

so much about today. 

But Paul is not deterred.  The underlying entire message of 2 Corinthians—

and indeed Paul's whole gospel—is the apostle's certitude in God's 

power.  Paul tells us that what grounds our faith or trust is knowing 

that “the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us” (2 Corinthians 

4:14). 

But that “knowing” is not through our senses or logical deduction, but is 

placing our confidence not in ourselves or a ruler or even a preacher, 

but in the one who raises the dead and brings life out of nothing. 
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And it does not just have to do with an afterlife. It has to do with relying on 

God now amid whatever may be happening to us—trusting that the one 

who has rescued us in the past will continue to rescue us. 

Faith, then, is not just about believing a doctrine that guarantees our 

immortal existence.  Rather, faith has to do with grace—God’s gift 

freely given for all, which always shifts our focus from self-interest to 

the interests of others. As this grace extends to more and more people 

through us, it increases thanksgiving, to the glory of God, to those lives 

who also overflow with this grace (2 Corinthians 4:15). 

Reaching out to others to bring them into community with each other is 

doing God’s will and being a member of God’s family.  Thus, those who 

incite fear and seek to divide cannot be from God or for God for as 

Jesus says in today’s gospel lesson from Mark, a house divided against 

itself will not be able to stand. 

Napoleon wasn’t wrong that people can be manipulated by benighted fear 

and self-interest.  But in Christ we are instead enlightened by faith and 

love.  We do not lose heart in our troubled world, but are led by a heart 

tuned to God and the good of all.   

Our inner nature is renewed in a deep hope, a hope communally shared with 

all believers. 

What the Spirit creates within and among us through faith is nothing other 

than God’s overflowing, freely given reign of justice and mercy—

making our lives an expansive domain of grace, both in this life and the 

next.   

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


