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Who is winning?
Deuteronomy 18: 15-20 God is with us.

Psalm 111 God’s works are great!
Mark 1: 21 — 28 Evil spirits obey, do we?
1 Corinthians 8: 1-13 Use your freedom carefully.

Informally Before the Sermon

Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the meditations in our hearts be
pleasing to you, Oh Lord, our rock and redeemer. Amen.

Mark tells it like it is in his gospel. As I've said before, in many ways it
reminds me of the “Cliff Notes” we used to use in high school or college when a
three hundred page novel was just too much! The “Cliff Notes” version, in usually
only twenty or thirty pages, would outline the story and describe the major
characters, while leaving out all the fluff. After all, who really had to know why Ahab
was trying to catch Moby Dick? | mean who needed to know how Anna Karrenna
really felt about Mother Russia?

It almost seems that way when we listen to Mark tell us about Jesus. He
leaves it up to us to fill in the details however we would like to.

This morning we find Jesus teaching in the synagogue on the Sabbath, in the
bustling town of Capernaum, not far from Nazareth. Synagogues had sprung up in
many of the smaller towns and cities in the region where the Jews would gather to
worship on the Sabbath; the temple in Jerusalem was too far to go on a regular
basis. Without a full time rabbi or teacher, the local elders would ask visiting
teachers to teach the Sabbath lessons.

Jesus has been invited into the Capernaum synagogue on this particular
Sabbath; it is right at the beginning of his ministry, shortly after he has called several
of his disciples. According to Mark, Jesus is a wonderful teacher, captivating the
worshippers with his knowledge and interpretation of scripture. Teaching as one
who has authority, as one who really understands the writings of Moses and the

prophets, Jesus audience is amazed.



Do you remember any of your teachers who were truly gifted? Someone who
held your interest no matter how dry the material was. Someone who made you
want to read the whole novel, not just skim the Cliff Notes? Some who made the
framing of the Constitution fun to learn about? That must have been the way Jesus
was on this Sabbath day.

As he is teaching, right in the middle of his lesson, a man suddenly stands up
in the congregation and shouts loudly "What do you want with us, Jesus of
Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? | know who you are--the Holy One of
God!""

Oh, no! What a way for one of the worshippers to treat a visiting preacher.
How embarrassing for the congregation. You can hear them asking each other?
What is he saying? What does he mean? Why doesn’t he stop talking and sit down.

The only thing we know about the man is what Mark tells us; that the man is
possessed by an evil spirit. A demon. Maybe today we would call it mental illness.
He just is not right; can’t seem to control himself.

But, Jesus knows. Jesus knows that these evil spirits, which he will
encounter over and over again, are driven by the devil and are set on ending his
ministry before it begins. They want him to fail.

"Be quiet!" says Jesus sternly. "Come out of him!" As the spirit departs from
the man, he convulses and shrieks, then, all is quiet.

As the people get up to leave, their conversations continue in wonderment.
Who is this teacher that even the evil spirits obey him? Where does he get his
power?

As they reach their neighborhoods, they share their story with others, and
Jesus’ fame begins to spread far and wide.

We are left to wonder if they heard what the man said to Jesus? Did they
hear him call Jesus the holy one of God? Did it register to them that this gifted
teacher was much more than just a gifted teacher?

They all go their separate ways, remembering what they remember, and

telling others what they saw. | would imagine that Jesus is portrayed as everything

! Unless otherwise noted, quotes are from Mark, chapter 1 (NIV)



from Moses or Elijah reappearing to the magician who performs tricks with coins and
animals in the market. Did any recognize him as God’s Son?

I’m sure many looked forward to hearing Jesus again. Maybe they were in
crowd that would hear Jesus preach the Sermon on the Mount; maybe among those
five thousand Jesus would feed lunch; maybe they would be in the crowd throwing
down palm branches and cloaks as he entered Jerusalem for the final time; maybe
they would be in the mob screaming “crucify him — crucify him” on Good Friday
three years later.

And Mark’s story ends.

If we were keeping score, the score would be Jesus one, evil spirits zero!

But, this is much more than a game between Jesus and the devil. This is
Jesus at his finest reaching out and helping those in need.

And, what about the man that Jesus healed? Did Jesus just leave him lying
on the synagogue floor? Could he just leave him behind as he continued on his
way? Maybe going to Peter’s house, or somewhere else for lunch or to the local
marketplace for a cup of tea?

Mark leaves that up to us. In this story, it is up to us to decide what happens
to this man who has been touched by Jesus.

How do people react when Jesus touches them? Maybe if we know how
others react, we can figure out how this many reacted. The four gospel writers tell
us about many people who are healed by Jesus. Some return and say “thanks”,
some run and tell all their friends and neighbors; some join his band of followers.
One, Peter’s mother in law, gets up and begins to fix him a meal after she is healed
by Jesus. Others accept his healing without a second thought that we know of, and
go on their merry way.

What about this man who has been healed by Jesus? What happened to
him? We never hear about him again. Mark doesn’t tell us, and, in his version of
the story, Luke doesn’t tell us either.

| think this is where Mark wants us to complete the story on our own.



Unlike the crowd in the synagogue that Sabbath morning, we know who
Jesus really is. We know Jesus is God’s Son and that he has come with a message
of repentance and forgiveness and love and peace.

We have heard him teach us to care for each other. He has clearly
answered the question that Cain asked God in Genesis: am | my brother’s keeper?
Jesus says, yes, yes you are.

In his parable of the Good Samaritan Jesus tells us that we can’t just walk by
leaving someone lying on the ground. In the scriptures we see Jesus comfort
widows; restore those with leprosy to complete health; heal children and aged
people alike. Heal the rich and the poor; Jews and gentiles. Hebrews and Romans.
Men and women. Jesus has compassion on all. At least on all who are struggling
and willing to listen; those with open minds about God and God’s love in the world.

So, we know Jesus would not leave this man lying on the synagogue floor
and walk away. We know he would have compassion and help him as he returns to
his family and friends no longer suffering from the effects of his illness.

| wonder if it just could be that the picture in our back sanctuary window is of
Jesus comforting the man he has just healed? Could this picture of Jesus be one of
him right at the start of his ministry? Are the angels peering over his shoulder
watching to see that he is doing it right? Are they getting ready to report back to
God that Jesus is beginning to reach the people who need to be reached? Is the
man weeping and hearing Jesus’ soft voice telling him that everything will be all right
from now on?

| think that is a wonderful picture of Jesus for us to have in our minds as we
come to this table in a few minutes to celebrate the sacrament of Holy Communion.
Just hear Jesus telling you that since he died for you, everything will be alright from
now on. That he rose for you and has you in his arms, comforting you, talking softly,
as only Jesus can talk to you. Listen to his message of love and peace and comfort,
and take it to heart.

You are a child of God, loved and blessed, showered with God’s Grace, every
day of your life.

AMEN.






