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The Fourth Sunday after Epiphany:  January 28th 2018 
St. John’s Lutheran Church/Summit, New Jersey 

Mark 1:21-28/B 
 

Grace be to you and peace from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit. Amen. 
 

  Last Sunday Pastor Blake took several of our Confirmands into New York City to help 

expand their understanding of Christian worship and experience.  First, they worshipped at an 

Orthodox church whose name has brought me many smiles over the past few weeks.  They went 

to the Cathedral of the Holy Virgin Protection.  After two hours there, they walked to and 

worshiped at Middle Collegiate Church, a very different experience than being in a Russian 

Orthodox church with lots of incense and where they stood for most if not all, of the 2-hour 

service. Apparently, whether their eyes were opened to ecumenical experiences or not one good 

thing that came out of their trip it was their appreciation of St. John’s.  For apparently some of 

them commented that “St. John’s isn’t so bad after all.” 

 Now back in Jesus’ day, those who went to synagogue probably didn’t have the same 

laissez faire attitude about attending as some folks, including our youth do about church today.  

No, in Jesus’ day, it was the custom, the habit of God’s people to be in the Lord’s house on the 

Lord’s day. That’s pretty much how is it with you all too.  

 Today’s gospel takes place in one such synagogue and begins with these words: “Jesus 

and his disciples went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, Jesus entered the synagogue 

and taught. Those who heard him were astounded at his teaching for he taught them as one who 

had authority and not as the scribes.”  Ouch!  If I were a scribe I would have been pretty offended 

by the notion that this young rabbi from Nazareth could possibly teach with more authority or 

conviction than I. 
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 What was it that made Jesus’ teaching so authoritative, convincing and so different from 

how the scribes taught?  Was it how knowledgeable he was or the way in which he embodied his 

teachings?  You see “authority” with a capital “A” is exactly what the scribes thought they had!  

They were the trained professionals; the elite scholars who specialized in teaching and 

interpreting religious texts, especially the Torah. Scribes had the authority of tradition behind 

them. In other words, they were the seminary-trained clergy of their day, and they had all the 

power and prestige that was accorded to such religious leaders. 

Somehow though, Jesus taught with an authority that surpassed all of the scribes’ elite 

status and education.  And just as those in the synagogue were pondering Jesus’ powerful 

teaching, a disturbed man shows up.  When he does, it only adds to the people’s amazement; for 

unclean persons wouldn’t normally be found in the synagogue. Clean and unclean, holy and 

unholy could never mix; that’s how the purity system of Jesus’ day worked.   

But the man wouldn’t be turned away, and as he enters he begins to cry out.  “What have 

you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the 

Holy One of God.”  Did you notice that even though there was only one man, the demon used a 

plural pronoun?  “What have you to do with us?” the demon asked Jesus.  It seems as if from 

Mark’s perspective, the “us” represents the power of evil.  For not unlike illnesses or addictions of 

any kind, they never just affect the sick or addicted person.  They afflict and affect families and 

friends, even whole systems and organizations like congregations.   

But what’s even more amazing is that the unclean spirit actually seems to be theologically 

more astute than the rest of the folks in the synagogue. They hadn’t yet figured Jesus out. But the 

demon called Jesus “the Holy One of God”.  In doing so, the unclean spirit was trying to gain 
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control over Jesus. This is a very common practice in folktales; for if you know someone’s name, 

you have power over them.  But this time it didn’t work because you can’t silence God.  God’s 

voice will not be taken away by the evil forces of this world. In spite of what our experience at 

times leads us to believe, God is still a God of life, healing and hope, not of death, disease and 

despair. 

 When the demon attempted to silence Jesus by acknowledging who he was as the Holy 

One of God, Jesus rebuked him instead. “Be silent, and come out of him!” ordered Jesus.  He 

subdued the unclean spirit and immediately it threw the man into convulsions, for the power of evil 

doesn’t give up easily and certainly not without a fight.  It tries to hold onto us for all its worth, 

doesn’t it?  And it is precisely this battle within us of good confronting evil that is often the most 

difficult struggle of our lives. 

 Did you ever stop to think that evil spelled backwards is live?  Evil is that which is against 

life; that which stands against the abundant life that God wants us and all people to have.  But 

when evil is battling God and God’s power of life and for life, there is ultimately no way that it can 

win.  So the demon convulsed the man and then left him with a loud cry. 

 We don’t think or speak much about demons and unclean spirits today. But they are still 

powerfully present in our lives and our world, trying to silence the voice of God and God’s people. 

It’s the demonic at work within our country that calls evil good and good evil. And it’s morally 

reprehensible, that even as political and business elites gathered this week in Davos, Switzerland 

for the World Economic Forum, Oxfam released its report about world poverty.  They reported that 

82% of the wealth generated last year went to the richest one percent of the global population, 
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while the 3.7 billion people who make up the poorest half of the world saw no increase in their 

wealth at all. I’m sure this global shame wasn’t spoken about in Davos. 

 Demons of fear abound as well, and try to silence our voices.  Whether it’s fear of 

difference, change or rejection, the demons of fear try to prevent us from speaking out and 

working against the many sins that continue to divide the human family by country of origin, class, 

color or culture. 

 Of course, we know that our demons are not just corporate and systemic --- there are 

personal demons too. Whether self-doubt or self-centeredness; alcoholism or attitude adjustment 

problems, food addiction or opioid addictions, you name it, we live with our own private demons 

too. 

 The good news today though is that God would not and will not be silenced.  God’s word of 

life and truth will one day prevail against all the demons in our lives and our world. Christ Jesus 

has come and is with us today to exorcise whatever demons are keeping us from being the 

people God created us to be. And through the power of the Spirit given to us in our baptism, we, 

like Jesus, can subdue the demons and unclean spirits that continue to diminish our lives and the 

lives of those around us. 

 May Christ speak to us clearly today, even as he spoke to the demon-possessed man long 

ago, so we might be freed from our demons of fear and failure, and respond in loving service to a 

world in need.  Amen. 

 

Rev. Gladys G. Moore 
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