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“The Authority to Heal” 

Mark 1:21-28 

 

Mark introduces us to Jesus the preacher at the synagogue in Capernaum. When Jesus shows up 

at Capernaum, a usually sedate Sabbath service gets disrupted. 

 

During the disruption Jesus will be acclaimed as “The Holy One of God.” And yet it is ironic 

that that acclamation comes from a demon whom Jesus has commanded to be silent according to 

the account in Mark 1:24. Rather surprisingly, the congregation of the synagogue is more 

amazed by the authority of Jesus’ teaching than by the exorcism. 

 

Exorcism seems to be a widespread activity in the day. Other exorcists were at work (see 

Matthew 12:27 and Luke 11:19). What makes this exorcism unusual is the setting. The 

synagogue is a place for prayer and for the reading and exposition of scripture.  

 

The teaching of Jesus is described as powerful and provocative, but Mark gives us not one word 

here about the content of Jesus’s teaching. Though the content of Jesus’s teaching was quite 

impressive to the gathered congregation, Mark seems more interested in the effect of the 

teaching than its content: Jesus’s teaching is as powerful as his works of exorcism. 

Mark’s Gospel is noted for presenting Jesus in his full humanity. In the Gospel of Mark, we see 

Jesus in pain, getting angry, he is presented as a less exalted figure, less polished and refined 

when compared with the presentation of Jesus by Luke or John. Jesus is human. And yet, Jesus is 

also God’s strong Son who comes with power. 

 

If politics is about who has power and who uses power, Mark is presenting Jesus in a very 

“political” way. When Jesus shows up at the synagogue at Capernaum, suddenly a place of 

worship becomes a political battleground. 

N.T. Wright has said that, if we are not careful, we will read these accounts of Jesus as somehow 

spiritual, otherworldly, and subtly mental - rather than read Jesus as Mark presents him–Jesus 

has come as a new King to claim a kingdom. Power is shifting. God is taking back what belongs 

to God. So, there is disruption, shouting, rebuke, and crisis even in the place of worship and holy 

teaching. 

Jesus and His men went to the synagogue on the Sabbath Day. The synagogue was much like the 

local church in those days. Every community of Jews containing ten families was required by 

rabbinical law to have a synagogue. 

 

The synagogue system was established during the years of Israel’s Babylonian captivity, around 

586 BC. They could not go to the Temple to worship, so they came together in the synagogues to 

read the Law; teach the Law, and worship God. 

 

The synagogue quickly became the center of every Jewish community. The people met there for 

worship on Sabbath days, which was Saturday. They would meet again on Monday and then 

again on Thursday. The building was also used as a schoolhouse and courtroom during the week. 



Just a note, we no longer worship on the Sabbath Day, we worship on the Lord’s Day. We gather 

to celebrate and worship our risen Savior. 

 

A typical service involved prayer, the reading of the Law, and a sermon by a rabbi or a scribe. 

These men were entrusted with protecting the Word of God. They were entrusted to give their 

lives to learning the Law and sharing it with the people of God. However, the sermons delivered 

by these scribes were notoriously long and dry. The scribe or rabbi would stand and read some 

portion of Scripture and then he would sit down and begin to quote other rabbis. He would quote 

one after another, giving their opinions, but never telling the people what the Law really said or 

meant. Usually, they would talk about the restrictions of the Sabbath Day. They took a day that 

was intended by God as a blessing and transformed it by their legalism into a heavy burden that 

the people could not bear. When the people left the synagogue, they were in the same darkness in 

which they had arrived. There was no spiritual light or truth in their services. 

 

It was into this atmosphere that Jesus came preaching the Word of God. The people arrived that 

Sabbath morning expecting to hear another one of the never-ending string of rabbinical 

quotations. What they got was something different! What they heard that day left them 

“astonished”. This word means “to be stricken as by a blow; to be struck with astonishment; to 

be dumbfounded.” When these people heard Jesus preach, it literally left them with their mouths 

hanging open in amazement! 

Jesus thought it was important to go to the synagogue to worship. In fact, the Bible makes it clear 

that it was His “custom” to go, Luke 4:16.  

We are told that Jesus spoke as One Who possessed “authority”.  This means that Jesus spoke as 

a man who knew what He was talking about. The scribes could only quote one another, but Jesus 

spoke with power and understanding. 

 

Think back to when you were in school - remember those days when the teacher was out, and 

you had a substitute? Now I am sure this is not relevant to most of you...but often we see 

represented in movies students who feel it is ok to subvert the authority of the substitute - they 

aren’t the teacher, and that authority feels stronger, earned even.  

In Mark’s gospel we see the authority of Jesus. Mark tells us of Jesus entering the synagogue and 

teaching the people. He is recognized as one with authority - not like the local scribes who 

usually teach them. Jesus’ authority is divine, and the listeners recognize this. 

 

Jesus illustrates that authority in his actions - when a man with an unclean spirit comes to him 

and names Jesus as the Holy One of God, Jesus rebukes the spirit and it comes out of the man. 

Again, the folks in the synagogue are amazed at “a new teaching with authority”. Jesus’ healing 

ministry not only corroborates his authority, but it validates his ministry of teaching.  

A quick glance at how the scribes taught against how Jesus taught reveals why the people were 

so amazed by what they heard. 

 

The scribes majored on trivial things. They elevated the traditions of men above the Word of 

God. They were worried about things like tithing mint leaves and how far a man could walk on 

the Sabbath, Matt. 23:23. 



Jesus, on the other hand, spoke of weighty matters such as life and death, Heaven and Hell, life, 

death, and eternity. When they heard Jesus preach, they knew they were hearing words of eternal 

value. 

 

The scribes rambled on and on, quoting one another and never saying anything of any 

importance. Jesus taught systematically. He read or quoted the word of God. He explained it and 

He applied it. 

 

The scribes were, well, to be blunt, often boring to listen to! They spoke of things that no one 

cared about in terms that no one understood. Jesus used vivid illustrations and clear stories to 

excite interest in his teaching. Aren’t the best teachers those who make what you are learning 

about real to you? Not just reading from the book, but making it come to life, making a 

connection to your life to better understand what is being presented.  

The scribes did not care about the people to whom they were preaching. They often were 

accused of using the people for their own advantage and profit, according to Mark 12:40. Jesus 

spoke as a one who loves us. He cared about every person he spoke to and he pointed them to the 

love of God. 

 

When the scribes taught, nothing of eternal value took place. Their teaching was dry and shallow 

and it did not bring about life change in the people who heard them. We are not told exactly what 

Jesus said that day. But, we are told that the people were “astonished at His doctrine”. When 

they heard him speak it was like nothing they had ever heard before. It left them speechless and 

amazed! Have you heard a speaker like this? One who says something that leaves you pondering 

that message for hours, days, or weeks to come? The people in the synagogue were not used to a 

speaker like this. They went because it was required, but did not always leave feeling as though 

they were changed. Jesus spoke and they felt something amazing.  

Jesus spoke with authority because he was anointed by the Spirit of God to preach the good news 

of the Gospel, Luke 4:16-21. These verses give us a little insight into the message Jesus preached 

in the synagogues of His day. 

Starting with Verse 16, He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath 

day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the 

prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: "The Spirit 

of the LORD is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has 

sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the 

oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the LORD's favor." Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it 

back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on 

him. He began by saying to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing." 

 

The message version of the passage says “God’s Spirit is on me; he’s chosen me to preach the 

Message of good news to the poor, Sent me to announce pardon to prisoners and recovery of 

sight to the blind, To set the burdened and battered free, to announce, “This is God’s time to 

shine!” 

When the people heard Jesus, they were dumbfounded. Here was a man who was preaching like 

he knew what he was talking about. Here was a man who actually loved his congregation. Here 

was a man preaching a message of life, liberty, and hope. A man who said he was there to free 



the prisoners, return sight to the blind, set the oppressed free. In other words - he was there for 

them. Not for himself.  

Jesus did indeed heal many people in the years of his ministry. This passage today talks of an 

exorcism. A healing. We do not have a name for the condition of the man healed by Jesus that 

day in the synagogue. All we know is that the man was healed and the people were amazed. And 

it was all so long ago. We rarely think of those who need an exorcism now. We don’t talk about 

it to be sure. However, this text suggests that there may be times when, like the ancient man in 

today’s story, we too are in the grip of an evil spirit. A spirit that robs life of its joy and reduces 

everything to rational explanation. A spirit that keeps everything under control, tied down, neat 

and safe. 

 

I believe the gospel invites us to be healed by the authority of God. It takes the authority of God 

to keep our minds open to wonder, to be ready for the tug of God’s spirit on our spirits. It may 

take radical healing for you to be open to the grace of a new day, or to feel God’s comfort and 

peace, or to have your mind confounded by the grace of forgiveness. 

 

The authority of God commands us to imagine a new world. This imagination is so needed, now 

more than ever, I believe. Like the ancient people in today’s scripture lesson, we are tired of the 

same old ways of thinking and being. We need change. We have all heard the words “Love your 

neighbor”; “Care for the least”; “Show mercy to all.” We know this language well enough. But 

something is lacking between the words and the deeds. Perhaps we have had the words with us 

so long that they have gone flat in our souls. They are just sayings, no longer commands that we 

feel driven to obey.  

 

We need the authority of God to set us free to begin the exciting and dangerous work of 

imagining a new world. A world where healing happens, and we are a part of it. A world where 

we share God’s love openly and quickly with all, not just those whom we think are deserving. A 

world where we listen and hear God speak, and move into action. A world where our hearts 

break for what breaks God’s heart, and we are spurred into action. 

Perhaps it would be better to say that we need the authority of God to free us to use our 

imaginations in a new way. It took imagination to create weapons of destruction and it will take 

imagination to create communities of healing. It took imagination to rob people of their dignity 

through corrupt systems and it will take imagination to offer everyone the opportunity to live as a 

child of God. 

 

It is the authority of God that we are called to listen to when we live our lives. We are all called 

by God. We are all called to do the work of God. We are not called to judge who is worthy of 

doing that work. In the United Methodist Church we are arguing about whether LGBTQ folks 

can be pastors. As if we have any right to decide who God calls to lead, to teach, to be a pastor. 

We are called to listen to God. What does it say when we question God’s voice? What does it say 

when we are convinced and try to convince others that we know better than God? 

 

Recently a colleague was dressed down for wearing dangling earrings while she preached. 

Others have come forward with stories of being told they could not color their hair green, or blue 

and be in a pulpit. One pastor said she had the audacity to wear toenail polish and sandals in the 

office and was told that would not be allowed. One shared she was told she could not wear pants 



to serve communion. These are small injustices in comparison to the injustices done to our 

LGBTQ clergy, but it is significant and hurtful, nonetheless. Questioning our call, for any 

reason, is unacceptable. Our authority, our call, comes from God.  

 

Today I am wearing dangling earrings and taking it a step further and wearing bright lipstick in 

solidarity with this pastor who was told that she needed to listen to the authority of mankind who 

erroneously thought that they had the right to tell her how she could or could not dress while 

preaching the word of God. I’m wearing these in solidarity with her because my authority 

doesn’t come from somebody telling me what kind of earrings I can wear when I preach. My 

authority, my calling as a pastor, comes from God who tells me that I have a voice and that I am 

called to share it. 

We cannot forget from where our authority comes. And while it may take different forms and 

how we live out that call, we are all called to do God's work here on earth. Dangly earrings at all. 

 

The question is: Will we submit to God’s authority, to God’s call? When we do, there will be 

resistance. Someone will cry out, “Don’t torment us!” But do not falter! Do not stop trying. We 

follow the one whose authority is such that it cannot be silenced. And, undergirded by that 

authority, we are invited to go forth and engage the work of creating a new day, a new world. Of 

offering healing to all. It is the most exciting work any people could ever be asked to be a part of. 

It all begins today, in this place, before the authority of these wonderful words from Mark’s 

Gospel. 

 

Jesus spoke with authority that day. Jesus speaks with authority this day as well. We are called to 

be peacemakers, to offer healing ministries to all, to be his hands and feet, loving all and offering 

support in as many ways as we can to those who need it. We have an opportunity to heal. To help 

others heal, to heal our nation, to heal our environment. To heal ourselves. 

When we take baptismal vows or membership vows in the United Methodist church, we pledge 

to resist injustice, evil, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves. We must 

strengthen our resolve and commitment to live up to this pledge. We must be in the business of 

doing God’s work, healing our nation, healing our neighbors, and seeking healing for ourselves. 

This by no means says we have all of the answers, or all of the means to accomplish this. 

However, it means that we will not sit idly by and watch as suffering occurs and do nothing. We 

must act. We must be involved in the changes that need to take place in our community and 

world to help others. We must listen to Jesus’ message, and take it to heart.  

When we are faced with Jesus’ authority, what will we do? Will you treat Jesus like a substitute 

teacher is often treated, not taken seriously, or worse treated as if his words mean nothing, or will 

you treat him like the leader that he is, with respect, amazement, and recognition of his 

authority? Will we allow ourselves to be astonished by Jesus’ teachings? We will allow 

ourselves to be healed and to offer healing to others? Will we listen to the calling God places on 

our hearts, or will we listen as people tell us our calling must be a mistake, as many of our 

LGBTQ clergy have been told? Will we listen and move on with our lives as if we never heard 

God speak, or will we listen to Jesus and walk away changed? 

  

When the person with the highest authority says to go and make disciples, how can we say no. 

When the person with the highest authors says feed my sheep, love your neighbor, care for each 

other… how can we say no? 



Let’s pray, Lord, all of creation bends to your will. Show us the places where we resist your 

authority and the ways we can praise you for the authority you have over your world and our 

hearts. Amen. 

 


