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  4th Sunday after Epiphany 
  February 1, 2015 
 

 
 

Mark 1:20-27 
“Following Jesus, Who Is the Authority” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 Last Thursday, Evan and I went to the orchestra. The first piece, by Prokofiev, ended in a 
whisper. When the last note had slipped away, the conductor kept his hand up for half a minute and the 
audience sat rapt in silence. It was only when he dropped his hand that the audience exploded with 
applause. For twenty minutes of the piece the conductor exercised authority over the orchestra; for those 
last thirty seconds his authority was over the audience. It wasn’t the authority for commanding sound. It 
was the authority for making still, for commanding quiet. 
 
 When you follow Jesus, he is the authority in your life. At his hand and at his voice, all your 
demons, every harmful spirit, all the noise in your heart that can seem to take hold of your life––
everything is silenced, so you may know the Savior who loves you to death has charge of your life. 
 
 It was the Sabbath. The Jews in Capernaum were at the synagogue for worship. A young rabbi 
named Jesus was visiting with his of disciples. As courtesy required, they asked him to teach. Not more 
than five minutes into the teaching, people exchanged glances with eyes that said, “There’s something 
about this man.” Jesus wasn’t just knowledgeable like the scribes who pointed to Scripture as their authority. 
Jesus spoke as though he was authority itself, as though he carried it in his being. 
 
 You and I carry authority. We’ve have authority to teach and assign grades. To write 
prescriptions or traffic citations. We have authority over a budget line at work or over children at home. 
We use authority when we vote or decide what we’ll do with our resources. When a greater authority than 
we starts to speak, we acknowledge it and listen. 
 
 That’s what happened in synagogue that day. A worshiper saw Jesus’ and his authority for who 
and what they were. Although really, it wasn’t the worshiper himself, but a certain spirit within him. Jesus 
was mid-sentence in his teaching when, “a man in [the] synagogue who was possessed by an impure spirit 
cried out.” It said, “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know 
who you are—the Holy One of God!”   
 
 Some commentators ask, what was going on in the Capernaum synagogue that they let someone 
with an impure spirit come into worship? Have those commentators have ever been to church? We all 
have something impure in us. We bring into worship our checkered stories of failure to love. We come 
with resentments we’ve chosen to hold so long, they are rotting a corner of our hearts. We bring our 
anger, not that feeling angry is a problems in itself. It’s just that we’ve been feeding on that anger and so 
it’s poisoning our soul.  
 

We know basically nothing about the impurity that the worshiper in the synagogue brought with 
him that day. We don’t know what he was acting like, where the where it came from, or whether he 
appeared on the outside to be anything other than “pretty normal.” We have no idea whether his fellow 
worshipers knew anything of the unclean spirit that was laying claim to his life. 
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Mark tells us so little about the man he could be any of us that’s come here feeling like something 
is possessing us. We can come possessed by fear, by our work, by a struggle in health that’s just putting us 
through the wringer. We can feel like someone else’s struggle has hold of us as well. 

 
But when we come to worship, we are always told that whatever else may feel to have hold of our 

lives, it is not the authority. Jesus is the authority. This is why, when that evil spirit cried out, Jesus didn’t 
give it an inch. But said, “Silence! Be quiet!”  

 
And here we really have to notice something important. This is so important for us to see: Jesus 

didn’t tell the man to be quiet. He told the unclean spirit to be quiet. Jesus’ quarrel wasn’t with the man 
who came with the impure spirit. His fight was with the impure spirit that was laying claim to that man. 

 
Which leads me to ask, have you ever considered that when you come to worship, or when you sit 

down to pray, when you feel lost in a struggle, that Jesus doesn’t only speak to you, but that Jesus also has 
a word for some spirit within you that’s laying claim to your life? That Jesus speaks straight to the thing 
that’s dragging you down?  

 
Jesus has a word to say to out guilt. Jesus has something to say to out fear. In that back closet of 

the heart that’s become home to what? Pride? Self-loathing? Fury over some dream that died and which 
we haven’t laid to rest? Jesus will open that closet door and speak a word straight to that spirit. 

 
Whatever that impure spirit is, and it could be so many different things, Jesus’ first word is always 

the same: “Be quiet!” Which is to say to that spirit with designs on our heart, “You have to let go and get 
out. I am here,” says Jesus, “the Holy One of God. And you have no authority over this soul.”  

 
When you follow Jesus, he is the authority in your life. And don’t we know that Jesus never uses 

his authority to diminish or deplete. Our Lord’s authority restores and enlivens and sets free. 
 
 This is because Jesus is possessed. He is possessed of God’s authority. Mark shows this in Jesus’ 
baptism, when Jesus comes up from the silence of the water, and God’s word of love and Holy Spirit of 
God lay claim to him as God’s Son. Whatever that impure spirit was in that man, it saw in Jesus the Holy 
Spirit, the presence of God’s love, and it wanted to run away. It’s like what we’re reminded in 1 John, 
chapter 5, verse 1: “There no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.” Jesus is the perfect love that casts 
out. 
 
 Although, here in Mark’s gospel, Jesus doesn’t talk a lot about love––that’s more the realm of the 
gospel John. Mark prefers to show it what it looks like in action. This is why, if we asked the synagogue 
worshipers what Jesus taught, they wouldn’t rattle off biblical principles. They wouldn’t repeat advice 
Jesus gave on how to improve their life. They’d tell us that at Jesus’ word, and in Jesus’ presence, any 
spirit that fouls and besmirches our life wishes to tuck tail and run. That’s the work of the Savior’s perfect 
love. 
 
 We’ve all come here today with some spirit that is just draining us. It’s the weight we carry home 
from work, or the heaviness that shows up at our job. It’s whatever is fueling a rant over something. It’s 
the struggle we’re been trying to fight all on our own. And here’s where it matters that the impure spirit 
comes out in the presence of a congregation. It’s like Mark is telling us that church needs to be the place, 
to be a people, where we can be honest about what has hold on our lives. Because that’s when it become 
so powerful how we announce the authority of Christ, and then support one another in how Christ is 
setting us free. 
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 Later in Mark’s gospel, Jesus tells followers that he has come to give his life as a ransom to set 
people free. And that is what Jesus did on day when he chose not put the evil spirits in their place. As he 
was being crucified, the demons shrieked and Jesus didn’t silence them. Every impurity that drags our 
lives down hung on Jesus, and Jesus allowed it all to pull him into the grave. This was God’s ultimate act 
of saving authority. In his death, Jesus finished the healing work he began on the synagogue that day. 
 
 No one would believe this except that God raised Jesus up. And when God raised Jesus from 
death, it was God’s big teaching, that any sin, any soul-seizing weight that Jesus took with him into death–
–it doesn’t have authority in our lives any more. The love of God and Spirit of God that raises Christ from 
death is what really has charge of our life.  
 

This is why, if we are going to follow Jesus, we really have to follow him everywhere. Follow him 
in our jobs, in our homes, at our appointments, in our checkbooks, in school, with our friends, and as the 
church. Because, in all of this, Jesus has the authority to quiet the shrieking spirits and give us life. And in 
the end, he is the only one who can actually do so. Amen. 


