“Authority of the King”

Mark 1:21-28

November  20, 2005

Intro

a. Christ the King Sunday. Culmination of the Church’s liturgical year. 

b. Continue our series on worship; today, recognizing the authority of the king.

c. Text comes from Mark.


Let’s look at our text. The Gospel of Mark is designed to do one thing: tell the good news of “Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” In short, there’s three things the gospel writer is doing:

a. He is introducing us to Jesus of Nazareth.

b. He is showing how Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ.

c. He is showing how Jesus Christ is the Son of God.

That’s the purpose. What we get in our text today is towards the beginning of the gospel; in fact, it’s a description of Jesus’ starting into ministry. Immediately preceding our text today, Jesus has called the first four disciples – the fishermen on the Sea of Galilee. Together, they go to the Synagogue on the Sabbath, and Jesus begins to teach. With authority. He is confronted by an evil spirit who tries to throw up a defense. Jesus rebukes the spirit, drives him out and the people are amazed because he has taught and acted with authority. Then, following the service at the synagogue, Jesus and the disciples go to Peter’s house, where Jesus heals Peter’s mother-in-law. 

Look at the actions taking place here: Calling. Teaching. Commanding. Healing.

These are behaviors and actions that take authority. The people respond, showing that Jesus did, in fact, have the authority by which to act.

So, this morning, following in the footsteps of Mark, we’re going to look at the authority of the king. We’re going to look at this in – surprise, surprise – three ways:

· Jesus had authority.

· Jesus has authority.

· Jesus will have authority.

Without ignoring the calling and the healing, I want to linger a little longer on the teaching and the exorcism. 

Join me in reading 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 evil 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 evil 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 evil spirits and they obey him.” News about him spread quickly over the whole region of Galilee.”

(Mark 1:21-28, NIV)

May God bless this reading of his holy Word. 

I. Jesus had authority

First, his teaching.

Mark makes the observation that the people were “amazed at his teaching, because he taught them as one who had authority, not as the teachers of the law.” 

The point here is that Jesus’ teaching was different and better than ordinary teachers. We don’t know – because Mark doesn’t tell us – what Jesus was teaching; but it’s not unreasonable to think that it’s something along the lines of his first sermon. “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15). Regardless, the people are amazed. The way Mark describes it, they are in a state of amazement from the point he begins speaking throughout the entire time that he spoke. It’s an ongoing amazement. 

(If Mark was here, I’d like to think that’s the way he would describe your reaction to my sermon…)

We know why Jesus amazed them; we stand on this side of the resurrection. On that side of the resurrection, the authority with which he taught was one of the reasons why his death on a cross was so crushing and disappointing. In fact, the authority with which he teaches here counteracts in advance his apparent helplessness on the cross. “Apparent” is the key word there because at no point was Jesus actually helpless. Mark makes it very clear that Jesus’ suffering and death were very real; but also were willingly undertaken FOR OUR BENEFIT, not because he was a tragic figure who was simply fated to have this kind of an end.

Jesus’ teaching was amazing because of the authority with which he spoke. 

This one gets me. Jesus spoke with authority. I speak citing authority. On Wednesday afternoons, the staff meets. We have a Scripture reading and then spend some time reflecting on it. We have gotten into some whopping discussions – let me tell you, the staff here takes their theology seriously. Denny, Gloria, Gina, Jim and I have wrestled with some big questions – and occasionally each other. In the midst of those discussions, I can hear myself saying, “Well, Calvin says…” or “Donald Bloesch says…” or my personal favorite, “John Knox wrote in the Scots Confession about the three marks of the true kirk…” I cite authority.

It was no different back then. The teachers of the law and the scribes would cite authority in support of their position. Jesus was amazing because he spoke as one who had authority. No need for further references. When you heard Jesus, what he said was what it was.

Which brings us to the exorcism. Mark reports on this exorcism in such a way as to let us know that it was consistent and an integrated part of Jesus’ teaching. It is a confirmation of Jesus’ authority. 

There are two parts to this exorcism and it’s worth taking a few moments to look at them: the evil spirit’s attempt to take control over the situation and Jesus’ absolute authority.

The evil spirit here tries to take control of the situation. He shouts out at Jesus, “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” Literally, “What do we and you have to do with each other?” meaning, “You have no business with us, yet.” The spirit is trying to buy time and get Jesus to simply tolerate his presence and let him alone. The spirit also shouts out his name, trying to effect power and authority over Jesus.

The evil spirit asks a rhetorical question, “Have you come to destroy us?” It’s an interesting tactic because the evil spirit knows Jesus, recognizes the power of the Holy Spirit in Jesus, and tries to cast Jesus as the villain. The irony is that evil seeks to destroy. The evil spirit’s own disobedience to God has brought down judgment upon it. The other thing to note is the use of “us.” There’s no indication that this was multiple spirits involved, the next sentence says, “I know who you are…” Thus, the “us” in here must mean that the evil spirit is trying to assume connection with the people of the synagogue. It’s an attempt to put Jesus on the outside; to make Jesus the villain and turn the people against him.

Third, the spirit says, “I know who you are – the Holy One of God!” Again, the attempt is to scare the people into solidarity with the evil spirit by hearkening up the imagery of judgment. 

So, how does Jesus handle this spirit? Does he dialogue? Does he “tolerate” it? No. He commands it to “Be quiet.” “Shut up,” is probably not too strong. He silences the liar.

Then, he commands the spirit to come out of the man. The spirit fights but is unable to resist Jesus’ authority. 

Look at what Mark tells us about Jesus: he calls the disciples with authority and the follow his command. He teaches the people with authority and they are amazed. He commands with authority the evil spirit to be silent and to leave, and it does. Then, he heals the sick with authority. 

Jesus had authority. 

II. Jesus has authority.

In the Great Commission (Matthew 28), the risen Lord Jesus Christ tells his disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

As we look historically and into our own times, we see that Jesus still has authority. Some simple examples: 

· Look at the calendar. For most of us, we mark years by Christ’s life: BC or AD. Even the new effort to take Jesus out of the equation (BCE) is calculated on this turning point in history. 

· We continue to celebrate Christmas and Easter.  

· The church still exists. We gather  on Sundays for the proclamation of the Word. We celebrate this morning TWO BAPTISMS – one an infant, one 94 years old. Together, believe it or not, we are bearing witness to the ongoing authority of Jesus Christ. 

· The church still is involved in calling, teaching, commanding, and healing. Let’s just take healing for a moment: consider the response to the Katrina victims. How many of you could describe – from personal experience, from your conversations, from your seeing the news or from any sources – what kinds of things church groups are doing. How many of you can describe what the atheists (as a group) are doing? Hospitals, schools, vocational training, food, and shelter – the church is actively involved in going out in the name of Jesus to do the things he commanded. 

Those are just a few obvious examples. Calling, teaching, commanding, healing. These are the things that Jesus tells his disciples to do.

This is why the issues in the denomination are so profoundly troubling. Even granting that the people involved may have the best of intentions, they have lost sight of the authority of God. In losing sight of God’s sovereignty, the denomination has blindly taken up the call of the evil spirit.

“What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth?” Isn’t that just a paraphrase of the question raised within our denomination, “What’s the big deal about Jesus?” The efforts to re-write orthodoxy to say that Jesus is only a way, a truth, a life in order to be more inclusive misses the point entirely. We don’t get to vote on how God has provided for salvation. He has already done it. Jesus Christ is all sufficient and Jesus Christ only is sufficient. Acts 4:12 tells us “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven by which we must be saved.” 

“Have you come to destroy us?” In today’s language, this comes in the guise of “It’s mean spirited to talk about sin. Who are you to judge me?” Or, “God would not have made me this way unless He wanted me to be this way.” Is it God who is destroying us? No. The reality is that our own disobedience is destroying us. The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) lost another 43,000 members last year. That’s about 1.5%. 

“I know who you are – the Holy One of God” and yet there is the refusal to obey His Word, to heed His call. At General Assemblies, commissioners are advised to NOT quote Scripture because “Scripture can be made to support anything.” As a denomination, we are moving to the place where we trust current scientific conclusions over Scriptural truths. As a denomination, we have violated our own historic principles, “That truth is in order to goodness; and the great touchstone of truth, its tendency to promote holiness, according to our Savior’s rule, ‘By their fruits ye shall know them.’ And that no opinion can be either more pernicious or more absurd than that which brings truth and falsehood upon a level, and represents it as of no consequence what a man’s opinions are. On the contrary, we are persuaded that there is an inseparable connection between faith and practice, truth and duty. Otherwise, it would be of no consequence either to discover truth or to embrace it.”

So, if that’s true, what do we do? First, we need to remember that the PC(USA) is not them out there – it’s us. We need to hear Jesus’ response and heed his word. Jesus commanded the spirit to “be quiet.” He said to the spirit, “Come out of him.” What does that mean? It means to stop trying to tell Jesus what he meant to say and start listening to Jesus in what he DID say. Recognize Jesus’ authority and live by his command.

It is important that the people of the Church stand up and confess Jesus Christ – confess him as King of King, Lord of Lords. In the next few weeks, we will no doubt hear (at some point) those incredible strains of Handel’s Messiah where those words from Isaiah 9 appear, “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be upon his shoulders. And his name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, Almighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

We are calling our brothers and sisters in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) to repent of this path and praying that God would deliver us from this spirit of blindness. As you know, this session has endorsed and reaffirmed a Confessing Church statement that professes that:

a. Jesus Christ alone is Lord of all and the way of salvation;

b. The Bible, as God’s revealed word, is authoritative in all matters of faith and life. When we teach, preach and exercise church discipline in areas related to character, theological doctrine, ethical behavior and lifestyle choices, we are to follow God’s word above all earthly experiences, authorities, thought systems and ideologies.

c. Disciples of Jesus are called to holiness and wholeness in all aspects of life.

It’s posted on our website. It frames our understanding of how we seek to worship, how we seek to grow disciples, how we seek to go forward in mission, and how we are trying to equip all of to be evangelists where we are – ambassadors for Christ in this community. 

For what it’s worth, we are a part of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and we establish its reputation here. Most of the people in this community know of the PC(USA) – if at all – by your witness. 

Further, there are others like us in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). There is reason to pray for repentance. There is reason to pray for reform and renewal. Frankly, we would be called to do this even if we thought that everything was going great. 


We must also trust in the promise of those next words Isaiah 9 – even in the face of criticism: “Of the increase of his government and peace, there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD Almighty will accomplish this.”

And this rounds out the sermon. 

III. Jesus will have authority.


Jesus came, announcing the inbreaking of the Kingdom of Heaven. He came with authority. He called disciples with authority. He taught with authority. He commanded out evil spirits with authority. He healed with authority.


The evil spirit asks, “Have you come to destroy us?” The inbreaking of the Kingdom of Heaven leaves no place for evil. Yes, Jesus’ coming will destroy evil. In the exorcism, Jesus demonstrates the authority first perceived in his teaching. Even the apparent weakness of the cross – apparent because we know that it is the power of God to defeat death – ultimately demonstrates the total authority that Jesus has.


We know the end of the story. Jesus wins. We worship Jesus because he is King of King and Lord of Lords. We worship because he is God’s gift of salvation. 


And here’s the good news; Paul’s letter to the Romans says it better than anything I could write, so let me cite God’s Word:

“What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

(Rom. 8:31-39, NIV)

It’s Christ the King Sunday. We remember and celebrate and anticipate the fulfillment of the promises God has made in Jesus Christ. So, as you go forward from this place, think of this:

Jesus was Lord.

Jesus is Lord.

Jesus will be Lord.

Or, as Mark starts out: The beginning of the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Amen.


