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A few years ago a scientific study was done at UC Berkeley about power and 

authority called the “Cookie Monster Study.” Three college students were 

put in a room and one was told that he or she was the leader, that they had 

the authority in the group. The group was assigned a boring task and about 

half way through the task, a researcher came into the room with a plate of 

four freshly baked chocolate chip cookies. Each person took a cookie and left 

the fourth cookie on the plate. But almost every single time this study was 

repeated, by the end of the session, the last cookie was taken and eaten by 

the person who was told they had the power and authority.i 

The researchers found, through this and other studies, that when people 

have ultimate power and authority, they tend to stop caring about others’ 

needs. They stop attending carefully to what other people think and they 

get more impulsive. If there’s a chance to take resources, they’ll take more 

for themselves and leave less for the common good. 

In the gospel today, the chief priest and elders in Jerusalem confronted Jesus 

in the temple. They were the ones who had official power and authority in 

Jerusalem, but Jesus had just come into Jerusalem riding on a donkey being 

welcomed by crowds waving palm branches, and then he had come into the 

temple and overturned the tables of the sellers and moneychangers. 

The chief priests and elders came up to Jesus and challenged him, saying, 

“By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this 

authority?” Instead of answering them directly, Jesus asked them if they 

believed John had divine authority or not, and who between two sons did 

the will of his father. When they said that it was the son who had acted that 

had authority, who did the will of the father, Jesus’ response to them was 

that even though they considered themselves to have authority, they 

weren’t acting, they weren’t doing the will of the Father. Even tax collectors 

and prostitutes, ones without authority, did the will of God the Father 

because they truly trusted in God. 

And if doing the will of the Father means having true authority, Jesus was 

the one with the truest authority. If Jesus had been a part of the Cookie 

Monster Study, he wouldn’t have taken the last cookie. In fact, he probably 

would have given up his cookie in the first place and given two cookies to 

the other two people in the room. 

In our reading today from Philippians we hear that Jesus, who though he 

was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to  

be exploited, but emptied himself and humbled himself. Jesus, even though 

he had the same authority as God, did not look out for his own interests,  

but to the interests of others. Jesus had humility because he showed a deep 

concern and love for people, especially for those on the margins who had 

little authority and power. Jesus’ authority was manifested in how he poured 

himself out for others. 

We might not all think that we have power and authority, but all of us are 

challenged today by these readings from Philippians and Matthew to have 

the same mind that was in Christ Jesus. We are being called to do what Jesus 

did. We are called to leave the figurative last cookie, or to give up ours in the 

first place. 

And that is so hard to do. Because how many times do we daily take up 

more space or more resources than we really need? How often do we look 

first to our own interests instead of the interests of others? How often do 

we forget the marginalized and thus forget where Jesus is actually hanging 

out? 

Having the mind of Christ essentially means rewiring our mind. It means 

noticing and becoming aware of the times we look only to our own interests 

and then doing it differently next time. It means actually seeing and trying to 

understand the marginalized and then acting on behalf of those who have 

less power. It means those of us in the church, those of us who profess to be 

followers of Jesus, doing what Jesus did, and pouring ourselves out for 

others. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor who poured out his own life at the 

hands of the Nazis because he refused to allow the church to be a tool of 

oppression, said that the church is only the church when it exists for others. 



In two weeks, you will be making a commitment toward our capital 

campaign to create space for grace. And that means creating space not just 

for yourself to experience grace, but for others to experience grace, too. It 

means pouring yourself out for others, including people you might not know 

or even ever meet. 

But when you give freely to help and serve homeless families who will stay 

four weeks out of the year in our remodeled building, when you give freely 

to ensure that those of all abilities are able to use our whole church facility, 

when you give freely so that someday we might serve young children in an 

after-school program or the community in times of disaster, you will be 

operating with the mind of Christ. We will truly be the church when we pour 

ourselves out for others. And not only that, but, it’s scientifically proven, we 

will be happier and healthier. 

When I was reading about the Cookie Monster study I told you about earlier, 

I came across two other studiesii done a couple years ago at the University  

of British Columbia, just up the road from us. In one study, researchers gave 

random college students either a $5 or a $20 bill in the morning and told 

half of them to go spend the money on themselves and half to spend the 

i http://www.pbs.org/newshour/making-sense/the-science-behind-why-power-
corrupts-and-what-can-be-done-to-mitigate-it/ 

money on someone else by the end of the day. That evening they 

interviewed the students, and the half who spent the money on someone 

else were happier than those who had spent it on themselves, and those 

who had given away more money were significantly happier. And yes, these 

were college students. 

And in a second study people over the age of 65 with high blood pressure 

were given a pill bottle filled with money with prescription instructions.  

Half were prescribed to spend the money on themselves, and half were 

prescribed to go spend it on someone else by 4:30 p.m. that afternoon. And, 

guess what, the ones who spent the money on others had significantly lower 

blood pressure at the end of the day compared to the beginning of the day. 

When we give freely and pour ourselves out for others, we are happier, 

healthier, and more satisfied. When we let go of our gifts and invest in the 

mission to which God is calling us, we are doing the will of the Father. And 

most importantly, when we pour out ourselves for others, we have the mind 

of Christ. May our minds today be rewired, and may we all leave the last 

cookie. Amen. 

ii http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/want-to-be-happy-giving-is-more-gratifying-
than-receiving/ 

                                                           


