“Hometown Blindness”

Mark 6:1-6

October 29, 2006

This morning is Reformation Sunday. It is the Sunday closest to Reformation Day, which is October 31. On Reformation Day – and indeed this morning – we remember the event identified as the beginning of the Protestant Reformation: Martin Luther’s nailing of his 95 Theses on the Wittenberg Door (the church door) on October 31, 1517. 

The truth is that the legend is much more dramatic than reality; posting something on the door was akin to putting a note on a bulletin board to start a discussion. However, God used that simple event to spark a dramatic fire of re-formation throughout the church. 

Today, we are in a similar time of re-formation in the church. Institutions that have served the church are experiencing great difficulty. The criticisms that are leveled against mainline denominations are factually distinct but thematically similar to the Reformation begun on that October 31 day almost five hundred years ago.

So, as we look at our Scripture lesson this morning, I thought I might structure the sermon in honor of the themes of the Protestant Reformation: the five “sola’s”; that is, the five “alones” that became the slogan of those protesting abuses in the institutional church: 

1. Scripture Alone

2. Faith Alone

3. Grace Alone

4. Christ Alone

5. For the glory of God Alone

Our Scripture text this morning is Mark 6:1-6. Mark has just related a series of miracles in which the question he has been raising – “Who is this?” – is answered in powerful revelations: Jesus is stronger than nature (than the wind and the sea); Jesus is stronger than evil (over the Legion of demons); and Jesus is stronger than death (Jairus’ daughter and the woman with the hemorrhage). Now, Mark shows us Jesus’ humanity in a very poignant account of his homecoming.

Hear: Mark 6:1-6.


I. Scripture alone: The Gospels are a true-to-life account.

In the Reformation, the phrase “Scripture alone” meant that Scripture was the source and authority for revealing God’s will and purpose for humankind. This passage is one of those sections which gives us reason to have confidence in that understanding.

The first thing I want you to note is how very real this account is. It does not take any energy for me to be able to see this happening. Jesus, having been on tour and having great success, comes home. Though the other gospel narratives suggest that Mary pondered in her heart the great things that surrounded Jesus’ birth; Mark did not include that in his gospel. Instead, Mark tells his readers of Jesus beginning with his introduction to adult ministry.

Jesus has gone on tour and has returned home with a crowd and reports of amazing things. After some initial success, he comes home. He goes to his home synagogue and begins to teach. Everywhere, his teaching has amazed people; this is no different. The people are amazed. However, their reaction is not one of joy – they take offense.

Why is this important? Mark’s portrayal of the world’s reaction to Jesus Mark does not portray Jesus’ reception always being positive, always being fruitful. Scripture shows us the truth – whether it is complimentary or cringe-worthy. 

When I was younger I was fascinated by baseball. I used to read the biographies of the players written for young kids. They inevitably followed a pattern: a childhood interest in the game, some ability, some sort of adversity, success, and – all the while – a good character whose accomplishments were admired. They were written as hero books; books to inspire admiration and respect for their subject. 

Mark writes to inspire faith in believers. He absolutely wants you to trust your life to Jesus. Really. Truly. Completely. Honestly. In order to do so, he does not tailor his piece in order to candy-coat it; that is, taking out the rough spots to make it palatable. He graphically includes accounts that show the rejection, the tension, the opposition and the open hostility to Jesus. 

The sub-text for this lesson on faith is that you should trust Scripture because it is trust-worthy. It offers a real look at real life and does not hold back. 

II. Faith Alone: Jesus experiences the fulfillment of every believer’s worst fears. 

When the Reformers said, “Faith alone,” they meant that salvation was through faith in Jesus Christ alone; there was nothing else needed. No other works, no other incantations, no other developments in church history (a la the “indulgences” about which Luther protested) were needed. 

Jesus’ message was the same, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near, repent and believe the good news of the gospel.” Obviously, the proclamation of that message was made more concrete and was made more complete in Jesus’ teaching and actions. Yet, the message remains the same – for Jesus and for us. “Repent and believe the good news.” Jesus was calling the people faith in him.

Jesus’ experience in his hometown is the fulfillment of every believer’s worst fear. Simply stated: the people who should have known him best and received him most warmly could not see him and were offended by him and rejected him.

When Jesus preaches, they are amazed – and not in a positive way. Look at the questions they ask. They could be translated into today’s language easily:


Who are you to judge me?

We know you and this is not you. (Or, I served with God. I know God. God was a friend of mine. Jesus, you are no God.)


How come he gets to do this and not me? 

Defensiveness, rejection, and jealousy are enemies of faith. They are hurdles to seeing the truth and cause a hardness of heart that prevents the joy of salvation. 

How heartbreaking that must have been for Jesus; just as it would be for us. Note, however, that this did not stop Jesus from proclaiming the good news. He did not back down and did not go silent. Neither can we. Our faith – our trust in the good news – must be stronger than the desire to not offend people we know and love.

III. Grace Alone: 

By grace alone, the Reformers meant that salvation was a gift of God. We cannot add to it. We cannot earn it. We cannot secure it by means of anything we do. Faith is a gift – it is a gift of grace. Grace is a choice God makes.

Here is where Jesus’ amazement at their unbelief comes into play. It shows Jesus’ full humanity. His reaction to their rejection is astonishment. You can almost hear him thinking, “It is so obvious, why can’t you see this?” He knows, yet if I were in his shoes, I could sure understand why he would have that experience of, “what would it take for you to believe?” 

Consider the evidence Jesus has given: powerful, authoritative teaching; wondrous deeds that bring life; glorifying God even while challenging the human status quo. How could they not get it? Well, it is by God’s grace that the hearts of individuals are convicted; it is by God’s grace that they see. 

Grace is not something we can demand; but having received it, it is something for which we can give thanks. To those who will not receive it, it is offensive. (Why you? Or, That’s not fair. Or, that’s mean to be so exclusive.) To the one who has received grace, it is the joy of salvation from the giver of life. 

Do you have that joy and confidence in your life? If so, you know what I am talking about. If not, I would encourage you to pray for God’s grace that you might be convicted in your heart and receive Jesus Christ as Lord and savior. Grace is the promise of Scripture as Paul says in Romans 10, “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” 

IV. Christ Alone: Jesus is the real king

Christ alone means that Jesus is crowned king and shares that authority with none other. Not the Pope, not me, not the session, not the denomination; Christ alone is king.  

Within our text this morning, the people do not realize that they are insulting the king. They cannot comprehend that God would fulfill his promise, would come into their midst, would have anything to do with them personally. God was transcendent, out there, somehow distinct and separate from real life.

(10:00 only) Our Old Testament lesson this morning showed how people do not change and react similarly no matter the time in history. Saul’s neighbors could not fathom God working in their midst. When Samuel anointed him king and, on his return trip, falls into the frenzy with the prophets, those who knew him personally saw, but could not accept, that God had done something transformative in Saul’s life, in their presence. “Is Saul among the prophets?” was a question that reflected the same sense of skepticism and disbelief.

Saul was God’s anointed earthly king when Israel had rejected God and wanted to be like all the nations with a human king. That kingdom having failed, Jesus comes proclaiming the time of the coming of the kingdom of God in which he is the true king. 

(Both) This passage reminds us that Christ is king now. 

The problem we have is that we do not remember. 

Day follows day. Seasons change. Years pass. People we know are born and grow and die and we do not see the evidence of Christ’s sovereignty in the normal things of life. Church can become an empty ritual; “yes, we are going to pay our respects to God, then we’ll go out and get some things done today.” It is something we do that makes us feel better, but then we get back to real life.

Jesus’ message that day is that the kingdom of God is real life, it is real now, and we are called to respond to his authority today. Christ alone is king – then and now.

V. For the Glory of God Alone: God cares about our response.

Jesus’ inability to do a “work of power” is not a sign of spiritual impotence or a lack of sovereignty. Mark’s point is that faithlessness made redemption impossible; that is Jesus’ mighty work (work of power).  His ability to cure the sick – aka miraculous healing – is fully intact and manifest.

Jesus was amazed at their unbelief. (Compare with Jairus and the woman with the hemorrhage). Remember the statement to the disciples on the sea? “Have you still no faith?”) What will it take for us to have eyes of faith? When will we start looking to see how God is actively working in our midst – now, here, today, all around us – and see that God is seeking us?

One writer put it this way, 

Jesus’ amazement at the general lack of faith need not come as a surprise in view of [his saying about a prophet not being received in his hometown]. A proverbial saying can appropriately describe a situation but not make it any more acceptable. Faced with the general rejection of himself and his ministry by those who knew him so well, Jesus’ amazement expresses his humanness, the very issue that had blinded those who knew him best! His puzzlement reflects personal and compassionate pain. Their lack of faith meant not only their personal rejection of him, but precluded his offering to them what God was doing through him.

Friends, here’s the thing. When the Reformers said, “For the glory of God alone,” they meant that the story is about God and not about us. This is true in the Scripture passage – the subject of the story is Jesus. This is true in life today, the subject of our lives is Jesus, not us. Our lives are to bear witness to what he has done and what he is doing. 

And, when one of us does that – when one of us begins to say amazing things about the transforming power of God – how do we respond? In the context of worship, we respond very favorably. The test is how do we respond outside the walls of the sanctuary. Do we rejoice and encourage one another to share the good news about Jesus in our neighborhoods, in our workplace, in our homes, in our social outings wherever we go? Or, does the topic of God’s glory revealed in salvation by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ as revealed in Scripture cause us to freeze up? Do we hope, “Everyone already knows that, so we do not need to tell…?”

The text this morning is about the immanent working of God. Jesus was familiar to these people. Yet he was “God with them” and they did not recognize him. Instead of celebrating, they were offended.

Just as we rejoice in celebrating our new members this morning, we need to remember that they have not heard all of our stories of how God has transformed our lives. The way God has redeemed me from sin and transformed my life may be familiar to me, and your story familiar to you, but we need to be encouraging one another to share. We need to know how God is working in our very midst, among the people we know best, whom God has chosen despite (and because) of their flaws and shortcomings, and redeemed us to a new and everlasting life. 

VI. Conclusion

So, Scripture alone, faith alone, grace alone, Christ alone, and for the glory of God alone – these are the great themes of the Protestant Reformation of which we are a part. They are also a call on our life to be watching for the ways in which God is working in our midst. They remind us that this is God’s story and we are witnesses of it; witnesses who share and proclaim the good news so that the mighty works of God (salvation and the fulfillment of the kingdom of God) would be proclaimed wherever we go or are sent.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

8:15 prayer; 10:30 offering 

� Robert A. Guelich, Word Biblical Commentary, Mark 1:8:26, Volume 34A, p. 312.
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