
The new year of the church calendar, as you know,  begins with Advent.  And for the weeks of 
Advent and Christmas, and including Epiphany on January 6th, our bible lessons are chosen for 
those specific seasons of the church year.  And, now, for a few weeks until we reach the season 
of Lent, we’re in Ordinary Time, and for us this year, we will, once again, be traveling through 
the Gospel of Mark.  He will push us forward with intensity and intentionality, short story after 
short story about how the Kingdom of God is near.  This jampacked chapter begins with Jesus’ 
baptism, then his 40 days in the wilderness being tested, his proclamation that the Kingdom of 
God is near, his  calling of the first four disciples and now, today, Jesus is already teaching in the 
synagogue, and we’re only half way through the first chapter! 

Each of the four Gospels has their inaugural message that sets the tone for the rest of the book.  
In the Gospel according to Matthew we meet Jesus the teacher extraordinaire.  He begins his 
public ministry with the Sermon on the Mount, arguably the greatest compilations of Jesus’ 
teachings.  In Luke, Jesus’ public ministry begins with compassion as the reader or the hearer is 
told about a ministry that will “bring good news to the poor, release to the captives, recovery of 
sight to the blind and freedom for the oppressed.” The Gospel of John reminds us that we will 
have abundant life.  We first meet Jesus at the Wedding of Cana, when he’s the hero of the party, 
turning water into wine. (That’s my assumption that Jesus was the hero.)  For Mark, then, Jesus 
begins his public ministry and sets the tone for his Gospel by, “throwing himself into cosmic 
battle with all the demonic forces that oppress and disfigure human life,” writes the new editor of 
The Presbyterian Outlook, Roger Gench. [The Presbyterian Outlook blog for 01/31/21]  Mark 
begins with confrontation and conflict, and as I mentioned last week, Mark begins with urgency 
as well.  So, as we weave our way in and out of the Gospel of Mark this year, we can expect there 
to be a bit of yelling and tension.  And so his ministry begins, where else? - but in the synagogue, 
on the Sabbath, the day the faithful gather together.  Scripture records for us that he taught them 
as one having authority, and not as the scribes.  There was something new about this authority.  
What was it?  They were about to find out, when the yelling started.  There was a man with an 
unclean spirit, or an impure spirit.  “Impure” is one of those “catch all” words that means anything 
contrary to that which is sacred.  Anything that seems to be against the sanctity of God would be 
considered impure or unclean.  So the stage is set.  On the one side we have Jesus, this new teacher 
who teaches with authority.  Jesus, as you may recall, has been filled with the spirit of God at his 
baptism.  

On the other side we have this disruptive man filled with an unclean spirit, filled with something 
that is contrary to the sacred, filled with a demonic spirit, who, by the way, already knows this 
teacher, calling him Jesus of Nazareth, and, who, already knows him as being filled with God’s 
spirit, calling him the Holy One of God.  

Jesus rebukes the demon to be silent, or maybe a bit better translation, “Be silenced,” and even a 
bit better, “Be muzzled,” by the power of God.  The Greek word here demands a forceful action, 
like putting on a muzzle. Mark is telling how Jesus’s command, “be silent” has power, has action.  
Jesus commands the unclean spirit to leave his body.  And, it was so.   

I find it interesting that after this rather disturbing and violent event, it was Jesus’ new teaching, 
not the event itself, that the people found amazing.  “A new teaching – with authority!  He 
commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.”   

What makes Jesus’ teaching – new?  What does it mean to teach with authority?  Perhaps what 
makes it new, and with authority, is because it’s his story; it’s what he knows, not just what’s 



reported to him.  The scribes, though wise and learned, only pass on what they’ve heard or read 
or received.  It isn’t their story, or, at least, it isn’t their story yet. [Christian Century, Brian Maas, 
01/05/21] 

New Testament scholars often compare and contrast the different ways each Gospel writer 
handles the same stories.  One thing that caught my eye was the comment, “In Matthew…we hear 
the teachings of Jesus; in Mark we see the teachings of Jesus.” [Feasting on the Word, Year B, 
Vol. 1, p. 313]  Jesus’ authority, that Mark talks about, is not so much power, as we’ve come to 
understand it, to dominate.  That’s a different Greek word entirely.   Instead, Jesus’ authority is 
action. It has everything to do with seeking justice, compassion, caring for the poor.  

I have a story that seems to cycle through social media every couple of years.  I saw it again this 
week.  A student of anthropologist Margaret Mead once asked her to describe the earliest sign of 
civilization in a given culture.  The young student expected this noted expert of cultures to say 
that clay pots or crude axes or grinding stones were the first clues of civilization.  Instead, Dr. 
Mead’s answer was “a healed femur,” the human thighbone.  She went on to explain that a healed 
femur indicated that someone cared.  Someone had to do the injured person’s hunting and 
gathering until the leg healed.  The evidence of compassion, she said, is the first sign of 
civilization.  

Jesus came with a new teaching, a new authority, one of action, one of compassion.  And the 
people were amazed, astonished, because they had never seen such teaching like this before, a 
teaching with a new authority that even the evil spirit recognized Jesus as the Holy One of God.  
Jesus’ authority points to a source and being beyond himself.  When Jesus speaks and acts and 
heals, which he’ll do frequently in Mark, he does so on the authority of the One who sent him, on 
the one who blessed him, on the one whose spirit descended upon him, saying, “You are my Son, 
the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  Later in Mark Jesus would give that authority to his 
disciples to go out two by two, casting out demons, anointing the sick with oil and healing them.  
We stake our claim, as well, as disciples of Jesus Christ to live lives filled with God’s authority 
to love one another, to tend to each other’s needs with compassion and care. 

As we end today, I’d like to do so the same way a journal entry, I read, ended on this passage, 
“Careful readers of Mark’s Gospel are put on notice from chapter 1 that the boundary-breaking, 
demon-dashing, law-transcending Son of God has arrived in the person of Jesus, and he expects 
of his followers far more than “amazement.” [Ibid.]  As I noted at the beginning today, we will 
weave our way in and out of Mark this year.  As we do so, I invite you to claim Jesus’ authority 
within you, and to lead with compassion, and kindness in all that you do.  Amen. 


