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January 28, 2018 

1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

Mark 1:21-28    As One With Authority 

 

What is this? What is happening in the synagogue at Capernaum? 

Shouting and carrying on in the middle of worship? What is this? 

Unclean spirits being cast out? What is this? A man, an unfamiliar 

nobody from Nazareth speaking with authority. What is this? 

It is Jesus’ first day on the job, and he is already causing a stir. He isn’t 

easing into his work as the Messiah. He’s not building quiet momentum 

for the Kingdom of God. No, Jesus is showing up for his first public 

outing and astonishing everyone. The gospel of Mark says that the 

people at the Capernaum synagogue were amazed. They were stunned 

by Jesus who suddenly appeared and suddenly began teaching with 

authority. They were stunned when a man with an unclean spirit spoke 

up. They were stunned when he bossed the demonic spirit right out of 

him. Like that was his job. Like he had a right to do it. What is this? A 

new teaching WITH AUTHORITY. 

Suddenly, there Jesus was. Suddenly; that’s how things happen in the 

gospel of Mark. Get used to it. Things happen immediately, and at once, 
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and all of a sudden. Like Jesus suddenly appearing at the beginning of 

the gospel, with no birth story and no background. And then 

immediately, he is baptized. Then immediately, he is in the wilderness 

being tempted. Then immediately he is inviting his disciples to follow 

him. And then immediately, he is at the synagogue at Capernaum. There 

he is. All of a sudden, staking God’s claim on creation. Staking God’s 

claim on us. Because we belong to God and not the demeaning, 

demoralizing spirits of the world. Jesus has come to take our lives back 

from them. 

What is this? A new teaching with authority. When Jesus taught, he 

taught in a way they hadn’t heard before. Not like the scribes, who 

would quote great teachers and rabbis, and use the words of others to 

prove their point. Jesus didn’t do that. He used his own words. He spoke 

from his own convictions. And he spoke with certainty about God’s 

promises. When he spoke, the people listened and they were astonished 

and amazed. What is this? One who knows what he is talking about! 

We seem to know when someone knows what they are talking about. 

One with authority is one who can tell us the truth, like a scientist or a 
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teacher. One with authority is one who has power, like a police officer 

who makes you obey the law. I have authority when I have lunch with 

Zeb Henry at the elementary school. I sit at that table with the first 

graders. I am the one with authority. I have the power to peel bananas 

and open Lunchables. I tell them the truth that they need to sit still and 

eat instead of messing with each other. I am the one with power and 

truth at that table. When I make a claim, I can back it up. If they have a 

question, I have an answer. I say, yes, it’s like this. And they have to 

agree. I say no, that’s not right; and they concede the point. In the grade 

school cafeteria, I speak with authority.  

There are people who have authority. Then there are those who think 

they have authority. Because they talk the loudest or the most. They 

believe they have truth and power, and people should listen to them. 

Maybe you know people like that. People who act like authorities. Who 

tell you with confidence that raisin bran is the worst possible food. Or 

that the people in Florida are all illegal. Or that minimum wage workers 

don’t have it so bad. Or that churches don’t do anything. Or that young 
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people are too dramatic. Or that guns aren’t a problem. Or that women 

just need to be more careful. 

There are people who think they speak with authority. But then there are 

people who do speak with authority. People who do have truth and 

power and truth. People who can make a claim AND back it up. And 

you know when someone has true authority. They know what they are 

talking about so you should listen. 

 Malala Yousafzai was eleven when the Taliban took over her village in 

northwestern Pakistan. They bombed everything — power stations, 

hotels, funerals, and over 400 schools. They conducted public whippings 

and hangings. They killed over 1400 fellow Muslims. Police were so 

terrified that they took out newspaper ads to announce that they had quit 

their jobs. The Pakistani army rooted them out, or so they said, but the 

troubles continued. 

Malala's father was an outspoken activist who stood up against the 

Taliban. He founded a school to educate girls. And received death 

threats. But he didn’t stop. Malala became an activist just like her father. 

She wrote an account for the BBC about life under the Taliban. She gave 
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interviews on Pakistani national television. The NY Times did a 

documentary about her. But when she was fifteen years old, a Taliban 

gunman shot her in the head. Miraculously, she survived. And at 

seventeen, she became the youngest recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. 

Today Malala speaks out internationally against violence, and in 

particular, violence against women and girls.1 She is one who speaks 

with authority about the dignity of "all human beings." And she can 

speak that truth with power. 

Those with authority, they make a claim and they can back it up. It’s not 

just what they say but what they do. They don’t just talk a good game, 

they put their words into action. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up, 

says the apostle Paul. That’s what he is reminding the Corinthian church 

of today. That even if we say we follow Jesus it won’t matter, not if we 

don’t actually do it. Because Jesus didn’t just talk the talk, he walked the 

walk. He didn’t just live for himself and neither should we. It is God ‘for 

                                                           
1 https://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20150126JJ.shtml 



6 
 

whom we exist’, says Paul. God in Jesus Christ has spoken up for us so 

we can speak up for the world. 

But when Jesus spoke up in Capernaum, he was immediately 

challenged. It says in Mark’s gospel that instantly there was a man with 

an unclean spirit. And he challenged Jesus, saying, ‘What have you to do 

with us, Jesus of Nazareth?’ Literally in Greek, What is it to you and to 

us? Scholars says that it’s an idiomatic phrase that means something 

like, “Are you picking a fight?” “Are you messing with us? Because if 

you are messing with us, you’ll be sorry. You should leave things as 

they are.”2 Jesus has stepped into the middle of an ongoing cosmic battle 

between good and evil. And Mark’s early Christian community would 

have understood what this was. Good versus evil. Light versus darkness. 

God up there against the devil down here. And just by showing up in this 

world, Jesus had crossed a line 

What is this? A new teaching with authority. Jesus is bringing power and 

truth to the devil’s turf. He is challenging the devil and his efforts that 

                                                           
2 Matthew Skinner, https://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2343 
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keep us from God. His lies that keeps us afraid and alone. His 

fabrications that we belong to no one. When the truth is, is that we 

belong to God. The truth is, is that the evil has no power over us. The 

truth is, is that the devil distorts life. He demeans us by telling us that 

what matters is being rich or beautiful or healthy. He divides us by 

telling us what matters is being a certain color or a certain gender or a 

certain nationality.  He degrades us by telling us what matters is that we 

are successful, not that God is successful.  

“What do you have to do with us, Jesus? Have you come here to destroy 

us?” asks the man with the unclean spirit. We hear the animosity and the 

distance between him and God. We hear the isolation and the separation 

between his life and the life God gives. But the thing is, writes Episcopal 

priest, Michael Marsh, the thing is, is that this man isn’t just a man with 

an unclean spirit, speaking for himself. He is a man speaking for 

everyone in that synagogue. For everyone who feels broken. For 
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everyone who has ever felt alone and separated from others, and from 

God. His condition is the human condition.”3 

Because the truth is, is that we do feel alone. The truth is, is that we are 

controlled by those voices in our heads, and we feel burdened with guilt 

and shame. We pretend that everything is OK. We smile and tell 

everyone that we are fine. When the truth is, is that we are hanging by a 

thread and we aren’t sure how we will get through the day, let alone the 

week. The voice of that unclean spirit makes us angry and anxious, 

saying ‘You don’t have enough. You are not enough. You don’t belong.’ 

And we hope no one will see the truth.  

But the truth is, is that the dark voice promising to help is stay alive, is 

really keeping us from life. It is keeping us from those very things we 

long for: love, acceptance, healing, authenticity. And Jesus speaks that 

powerful truth out loud. That we aren’t ourselves. And that in him, we 

could be more like ourselves. In truth, we belong to God. And Jesus has 

the power to command the false voices to be silent. He can cast out those 

                                                           
3 https://interruptingthesilence.com/2012/01/29/i-have-everything-to-do-with-you-a-sermon-on-mark-121-28-
epiphany-4b/ 
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unholy spirits, because they know the truth, too that God’s claim on us is 

real. What does Jesus have to do with us? Everything. He has everything 

to do with us. 

Jesus speaks with authority. He speaks with truth and power. And he 

invites us to do the same. To speak a powerful word of truth about God’s 

justice and mercy. To tell others; “you don’t belong to just anyone. You 

belong to God. You aren’t controlled by the spirit of fear and doubt. The 

Spirit of hope and joy is yours. You don’t live in the grip of darkness. 

You live in the hand of the Almighty. The powers of this world are 

nothing, and the power of God is everything.” And then we need to back 

up that claim. And live as if we believe it, that nothing can separate us 

from God. Because the truth is, is that Jesus has taken us back.  

As followers of Jesus, we follow him. We go where he goes, we say 

what he says, we do what he does. And we trust in his authority to 

silence those unclean spirits that degrade life. Like him, we lift our 

voices against all who deny the dignity of all human beings. We follow 

him as children of God. We make that claim and back it up with our 
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lives, that God has the final say. What does Jesus have to do with us? 

Everything. He has everything to do with us.  

 


