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Introduction to the Scripture: 
We’re still at the beginning of things when it comes to telling the story of Jesus. Recently we’ve 
heard about his emerging from obscurity to be baptized by his cousin John, and then he begins 
calling his disciples. And THEN he goes to Capernaum. Capernaum was Jesus’ adult home – he 
spent a lot of time there and we have records of the many miracles he performed in this town. 
Today we hear of the first time he went to Capernaum and what happened when he showed up at 
the synagogue there. 
 
Scripture ~ Mark 1:21-28 

They went to Capernaum, and when the Sabbath came, Jesus went into the synagogue and 
began to teach. The people were amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who 
had authority, not as the teachers of the law. Just then a man in their synagogue who was 
possessed by an impure spirit cried out, “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!” 
 
“Be quiet!” said Jesus sternly. “Come out of him!” The impure spirit shook the man 
violently and came out of him with a shriek. 
 
The people were all so amazed that they asked each other, “What is this? A new teaching—
and with authority! He even gives orders to impure spirits and they obey him.” News about 
him spread quickly over the whole region of Galilee. 

 
Sermon:    Under New Management 
 
Remember the bumper sticker that was popular in the sixties... QUESTION AUTHORITY? 
These days it seems that no realm of society and culture is exempt from having its authority 
questioned. Now certainly, there are times and situations when a particular authority ought to be 
questioned, but knowing which and when is often difficult to discern. 
 
And this applies to religious authorities as well. Plenty of people, including some of us, have 
good reasons to be jaded when it comes to receiving God’s word, having been hurt or deceived 
by leaders in the church who ought to have been trustworthy. The question is…how can we still 
leave room for Jesus to show up and surprise us? How can we make sure we are not so 
entrenched in our theological, religious, cultural, or spiritual points of view that we resist the 
new? 
 
These are especially hard questions to ask ourselves if we’ve been Christians for a long time. 
Because after a while, the new becomes old. The fresh becomes familiar. The heart hunkers 
down for a comfortable and unvarying long haul, and we forget that Jesus came — and comes — 
to make all things new. 
 
The question of authority is at the center of today's reading from the gospel of Mark: ...and 
immediately on the Sabbath Jesus entered the synagogue and taught. And they were astonished 
at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as the scribes.  
 
I wonder, what was going on that people sense authority in Jesus' presence?  
How did they recognize his authority and what was so compelling about it? 
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Well, we’re told it was his teaching. He taught as one who had authority. So what is this 
teaching that so astonished Jesus' hearers? 
 
Interestingly, we don't know. Not a word of Jesus' teaching is remembered here in Capernaum.  
Whatever it was that so astonished people, was not written down for us to hear. Sure, there are 
other places where we hear Jesus’ teachings ~ in some Bibles, everything Jesus said is even 
printed in red.  
 
But not here. In fact, it is rather odd that in Mark's gospel, where Jesus is called "Teacher" over 
and over again, very few of Jesus' teachings are remembered. There is no Sermon on the Mount 
as in Matthew. Nor do we find many of Luke's parables (like the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal 
Son). And we will never know what Jesus taught here in Capernaum ~ we only know how he 
taught: as one who had authority, and not as the scribes. 
 
That, too, is rather odd. Because you’d think that the scribes in the synagogue would have 
authority! After all, they could claim the authority of written words passed down through many 
generations. They had the authority of tradition. They had the prestige of religious leadership. 

 
But somehow Jesus taught with authority which surpassed all this. So, what sort of authority was 
this? Well, here, Jesus’ authority is not revealed in what he says, but rather by what he does. And 
what he does is - heal. He heals - a man with an “impure spirit.” 
 
So what are we to make of that? Is this a demon possession? Is it a first-century description of 
mental illness? Certainly, the language of “impure spirit” is foreign to us. Until, that is, you start 
thinking about the unclean spirits of our age – a socially-media driven obsession with our own 
ideas, thoughts, and appearance; the disavowal, or at least devaluing, of truth amid a cacophony 
of conspiracy theories as dangerous as they are ridiculous, the increased devotion to the “unholy 
trinity” of me, myself, and I that measures all things in terms of how it affects me and only me 
you rather than the broader community.  
 
Sure, the phrase “impure spirit” may sound foreign to us, but you don’t have to look far to find 
them even now. And it’s just this – all of this! – that Jesus’ authoritative proclamation of God’s 
coming kingdom opposes. After all, while January 2021 finds us in troubled times, the forces of 
selfishness and fear and violence have always been among us. 
 
We need healing. As a people - a society - and as individuals. And the healing we need requires a 
power and authority beyond our own making. We need Jesus! We need one whose authority 
comes not just from what he said, but from his actual life. 
 
And we get a glimpse of this when we look at the word authority ~ Greek: ex-ousia. out - of 
being. Jesus' authority does not come from his station or position in life, but from his being - 
who he is. And so, to understand this we must not only listen to him, but we must also watch 
him. 
 
And when we do, we see Jesus eating with tax collectors and sinners; we see Jesus healing on the 
Sabbath day, silencing the scribes' objection not with an answer but a question: Is it lawful on the 
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Sabbath day to do good or to do harm, to save a life or to kill? We see Jesus moved by the feisty 
faith of a woman who dared to argue with him for the healing of her daughter.  
 
And at the end of his life, brought before the council of religious elders and the power of the 
state, Jesus' authority stands in silence. And Pilate asked him again, 'Have you no answer to 
make? See how many charges they bring against you.' But Jesus made no further answer, so that 
Pilate wondered. Though pushed to get rid of Jesus, Pilate could not get Jesus out of his mind. 
 
Even in silence, Jesus taught as one who had authority.  
 
And so, as those who understand Jesus to be not just the greatest Teacher, but even more to be 
our Lord (one who has authority over us) we need to pay attention to THIS authority. So to be 
clear - Jesus’ authority comes from who he is - the Holy one of God – and we know this because 
of what he does, as much as from what he says.  
 
Here are three ways that Jesus manifests as the Holy One of God. 
 
1 - Jesus was always moving toward inclusion rather than exclusion.  
More specifically, he includes people who had been excluded before. Those invited into Jesus' 
school included tax collectors and sinners, poor widows and prostitutes, little children as models 
of the kingdom of God, and foreigners as models of faith. And so we hold ourselves and our 
church to this standard as well. 
 
2 - Jesus' values persons over rules or traditions.  
We see and hear this person-centered morality at every turn, but most clearly in Jesus' arguments 
with the religious leaders over the Sabbath laws and other written traditions. He asks, "Is it 
lawful on the Sabbath to save life?" At another point, Jesus turned to the leaders and said, "You 
are making void the word of God through your tradition which you hand on." Again, we must 
judge ourselves and our churches by Jesus' insistence in valuing persons more than laws. 
 
3 - Jesus' authority was marked by admitting there were some things he did not know, only 
God knows.  
We long for absolutes. We want things to be clear and simple. And so we often set up opposites 
and extremes, rather than taking the time to explore the gray area, or the spectrum of the in-
between. Too often we don’t have room for the possibility of more than two answers. We would 
rather check "true" or "false."  
 
But Jesus stands with us in the midst of things, promising to be present with us as we struggle 
together for faithful answers. When we can acknowledge that our human understanding is not the 
same as God's, that we don’t have all the answers, then we may come to believe that the Spirit 
which dwelt with Jesus will lead us into the truth which has yet to be revealed. 
 
Jesus' authority cannot be contained on a bumper sticker. It cannot be reduced to a slogan or a 
tract. Because Jesus himself is the content of his teaching. And so, we must pay attention to his 
whole life. 
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Then and only then will we be faithful to God’s call on us, and know that we are on his path and 
not one of our own making. Which is not always the easy or the comfortable path. I like the way 
a pastor in Iowa puts it:  

In some way, in some manner…to be a follower of Jesus is to be redirected, to be taken to 
places where you do not want to go. That sounds pretty bleak, pretty tough. And it should. 
There is no promise that by following Jesus your dreams will be fulfilled. Your dreams will 
be changed. And that is almost always painful and disappointing. This is solemn and scary 
news, yet strangely enough I have come to believe it is also good news.  

(Steve Mathonnet-VanderWell, Second Reformed Church, Pella, IA) 
 
The story goes about an Army man who had been a heavy drinker for 35 years. He had a vicious 
and hotheaded temperament even as he rose through the ranks eventually becoming a Colonel.  
Then he discovered Jesus and his whole life changed. He began following Christ rather than his 
natural tendencies which only took him to dark places. 
 
One day he was speaking before a group of medical professionals. He told them of his dramatic 
personality change, how he was now sober and clean as he once had been out of control; how he 
was now considerate and kind as he once had been severe and cruel; how he was now concerned 
for others as once he had been selfish and self-serving. 
 
A psychiatrist in the audience, who believed that personalities are so firmly set in early life that 
no one can really change in their deepest core, protested to the colonel that at his age a person 
could not have such a radical transformation. 
 
"Well," replied the Colonel, "that may be true. But I am under new management - I answer to 
another authority - the highest and truest there is." 
 
Under new management. What a profound thing for the Colonel to say.  
 
I think that too often we get our management principles confused. We either don't listen for what 
the boss is telling us to do, or we don't do it the way we have been shown, or we simply dismiss 
the boss completely. 
 
To be faithful, as the body of Christ, everything we do as a church needs to be measured by these 
three attributes of Jesus: 
 inclusive 
 valuing people 
 humble 
 
As those who are under new management, we need to run all our good ideas about how we 
operate as a church, how we spend our time, what we prioritize with our money, through these 
three questions: 
  are we including everyone? 
  are we valuing people over all things? 
  are we caring for others more than ourselves? 
 
May our answers always and only be yes, yes and yes! 
Amen. 


