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February 1, 2014 

Romans 7:14-25 

Mark 1:21-28    Time to Exorcise 

 

Jesus’ ministry is off to a good start. Today, we find Jesus and his 

disciples making their first public appearance in the town of Capernaum. 

It is the Sabbath day, and Jesus does what any good rabbi would do on 

the Sabbath. He goes to the synagogue to teach. And as one would 

expect of a good rabbi, he is an exceptional teacher. And the people are 

amazed. Jesus is off to a good start here. His new disciples are very 

pleased with themselves. That’s their rabbi there, impressing everyone. 

Speaking powerfully and with great authority. “This rabbi is good,” the 

people say. “Not like those dry, disappointing scribes we always get. He 

really knows what he’s talking about.” Jesus is off to a good start. 

But within moments, our new rabbi is interrupted. A man with an 

unclean spirit barges into his quiet Sabbath day teaching. Bringing chaos 

and disruption and preventing us and everyone else from hearing the 

wise things Jesus has to say. This was a story about a rabbi with a darn 

good message about the Kingdom of God. And now it’s a story about a 

disturbed individual and unclean spirits and supernatural conflict. 



2 
 

Suddenly it is a story of the spiritual and cosmic and eternal battle over 

creation itself. Brace yourselves, disciples. This is just the beginning. 

In the gospel of Mark, this is how Jesus’ public ministry begins, because 

right away, Mark wants us to know who Jesus is and what he has come 

to do. The other gospels, Matthew, Luke and John, begin Jesus’ ministry 

differently. Because they put a different emphasis on who Jesus is. In 

Matthew, Jesus begins with the Sermon on the Mount because for 

Matthew, Jesus is the ultimate teacher. In Luke, Jesus preaches a sermon 

identifying with the poor and the oppressed, because he is here for them. 

In John, Jesus’ first act is to turn water into wine. A lot of wine. Because 

he is getting the party started for the Kingdom of God. And in Mark, 

Jesus’ first act is to cast out an unclean spirit. Because Jesus has come to 

reclaim the world from the powers of darkness. To overthrow the evil 

authorities and cast them out. To take back creation because it belongs to 

God. Jesus is throwing down the gauntlet and planting his flag. 

Humanity is his. He is taking us back. 

Jesus has come to assert his authority. In the name of God, he has come 

to reclaim what belongs to God. But the darkness will not give up this 
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world so easily. They will not relinquish their power and their authority 

without a fight. So as soon as Jesus appears. As soon as he makes his 

intentions known. As soon as his power is felt, the darkness challenges 

him. It comes in the form of a man possessed by an unclean spirit. He is 

what humanity looks like. He represents the reality of how we live our 

lives. He represents us. And how we are not what we should be. How we 

are trapped and at the mercy of something evil. We are not our own. Our 

will is not our won. We are under someone else’s authority. 

That thought might make us a little uneasy, the idea that we are in the 

grip of something more powerful than us, that we are possessed. It’s 

something from another time and another culture, when evil spirits were 

real and people thought demons caused depression and headaches and 

ingrown toenails… We might be tempted to dismiss this Bible story. Or 

find some diagnosis for the poor, demon-possessed man. In our modern 

world might want to do that. But I think you and I know better. I think 

we know how true this story actually is. We have known people who 

seem possessed by an unclean spirit. And how sometimes we seem to be 

possessed when we can’t seem to control how we act or think or speak. 
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It’s like something else gets a hold of us and makes us do something 

stupid like yell at the driver in front of us or say something mean to a 

family member or get that extra large mocha with whipped cream even 

though it’s almost supper time. It’s just like what the apostle Paul says, 

“I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I 

want, but the evil which I do not want, is what I do.” It’s like there’s 

something else has a hold of us. 

The gospel writer Mark knows that. And we know that even today, even 

in our modern age, this is still our story. We are still at the mercy of 

something evil and it seems to have authority over everything. We can 

see it all around us. We can see a world overrun by drug lords and 

religious extremists and armies that kidnap little girls and use little boys 

as soldiers. Something is horribly wrong when the elderly are abandoned 

and children are neglected and people die for lack of food and clean 

water. And people die for lack of love and affirmation. Something is 

wrong when there is so much sickness and so much war and so much 

chaos. And we feel that terrible power grasping at us too. That urge to 

do those things that do us no good. Because something else is in charge 
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of us. We eat too much chocolate. Play too many video games. We drink 

too much. Worry too much. Talk too much. I don’t know about you, but 

sometimes, I wonder what’s wrong with me and if I will ever change. 

Will I ever be able to get things right? Will I ever be able to stop being 

anxious about the future, or wanting others to like me, or wishing ill for 

my enemies or stop picking at my fingernails? And if it’s true for me, 

then it’s got to be true for others. If I am in need, then others must be in 

need as well. So why can’t I be more understanding? Why can’t I be 

more merciful to all the other people just like me who have a few 

demons? 

Sometimes it feels like there is an evil force that has control of us. It 

feels like the whole world is possessed by some kind of darkness, and if 

it had its way it would keep us in its possession. So when Jesus appears 

in Mark’s gospel, with all of his authority and power, with the intention 

of casting out the darkness and taking the world back, the dark forces 

react immediately to him. They step up to challenge him. The man with 

the unclean spirit attacks: “What have you to do with us, Jesus of 

Nazareth?” Meaning: “This is our territory. Why are you on our turf?” 
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The unclean spirit continues: “Have you come to destroy us?,” Meaning: 

“Have you come to destroy us? Really? Have you come to destroy us? 

Do you have any idea how powerful we are? Do you have any idea the 

rulers and economic systems we control? The minds and hearts we 

control with fear and ignorance and jealousy? The mobs we can stir up 

with violence and hate?” Then the unclean spirit says: “I know who you 

are, you are the Holy One of God.” Meaning: “I know your secret. You 

are God’s precious little Messiah. God’s Savior. But that doesn’t matter 

a bit. Just wait and see what we do to you. Wait and see how we will 

make you suffer. Get out now while you still can.” 

Mark’s gospel is a showdown. From this first scene, we know its Jesus’ 

power and authority versus the power and authority of evil itself. This 

story is not just about a nice man preaching a nice message of 

compassion to the world. It’s the story of the battle for creation, for the 

possession of humanity. And from day one of Jesus’ ministry, it’s on, 

and Jesus has to be all in. Because from here, there is no going back. 

Once he picks this fight, once he starts casting out demons, once he 
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denies the darkness its prize, the darkness will come after him and it will 

not rest, until it has destroyed him. 

Jesus’ must overthrow the darkness and cast out the demons that have a 

hold of this world. And he goes about his task and at first, the world is 

grateful. At first, people are in awe. They are amazed by him. They 

wonder at his power and his command of evil spirits and diseases. He 

makes the sick well. He makes the blind see. He brings people back to 

God and back to each other. He heals and restores and, at first, the world 

loves him. He seems to be winning the fight. It seems like he will defeat 

the darkness. But the darkness will not give up so easily. Jesus might 

free people from the powers of this world. But not all of the powers of 

the world appreciate that. Jesus angers those with the power. Those at 

the temple. Priests and elders and religious leaders. Those in the palaces. 

Kings and governors. Those who have control over others in the world. 

They do not like it when Jesus breaks their rules. They don’t like it when 

he crosses boundaries. They do not like it when he welcomes the 

diseased, and the unclean, and the Gentiles, and women and children. 

They don’t like it when he claims that their world belongs to God. The 
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dark forces begin working on people’s fears and they have them 

whispering about sedition and blasphemy. And quickly, very quickly, 

the darkness turns everyone against Jesus. The rulers and the crowds and 

even his own friends. Evil takes possession of them all. And Jesus is 

arrested and condemned. He is hung, naked and powerless, on a cross to 

die. And the darkness seems to win. It seems fear will keep its hold on 

us. And God will not reclaim us. 

This week, we had a Presbytery meeting in Danville. David Shaw and I 

went to represent our church. The order of business for the day was to 

act on the new amendments that were passed at General Assembly last 

summer. Most of the amendments to our church constitution were not 

contentious. But some were. One in particular stirred up people’s fears: 

the marriage amendment. It clarified what marriage is in the Book of 

Order and it gives ministers and our local governing board, the Session, 

the power to discern who may be married in their church. For some, that 

would include same-sex couples. The amendment was written so that no 

church would be forced to do what it did not think was godly or loving. 

Each church can decide what God was calling them to do in their 
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community. The vote on this amendment inspired strong conversation 

on both sides. Someone got up to talk about how they feared God’s 

judgment of us. Another talked about how she feared the church had 

signed its own death certificate with this error in judgment. People will 

leave, she said. The church will die. It appeared she felt that the darkness 

had won. 

But we should never forget that the good news of the gospel is that the 

darkness doesn’t win. No matter what, fear and death do not win. We 

may fail. We may falter. The church may die. But we can’t live in fear. 

We can’t let fear stop us from being compassionate. We can’t let fear 

stop us from listening to and loving and serving our neighbors. Even if it 

means we must die. Because Jesus wasn’t afraid to die. He wasn’t afraid 

to die for the sake of a messed up world. But, you know what? He did 

not stay dead. Evil did its worst. It attacked Jesus and bound him and 

killed him and sealed him up in a grave and rolled a stone against the 

door. But Jesus did not stay dead. And he will not stay dead. And neither 

will we. Death and darkness cannot hold us anymore. Because Jesus 
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holds us. Jesus keeps us. Jesus has taken us back already. And set us free 

from the powers of this world. 

Jesus is our power. And Jesus is our authority. He has reclaimed us. And 

we come together, here, we come to this table and remember that Jesus 

died and that he rose again, and that he has conquered the powers of sin 

and death. He has cast out all the fear and the despair that could hold us. 

And we hold one another’s hands and we hold on to the hope that God 

has the final word. That the darkness is slipping away. That the battle is 

already won. And now we belong to God. We belong to God. 


