
Sermon for 1.28.18 “First Things... Central Things” Faith Lutheran Church 

 

Text: Mark 1.21-28 

 I don’t know if you remember the old adage in high school English class about how to 

write a speech: first you tell them what you’re going to tell them, then you tell them, then you 

tell them what you told them.  And we—of course—dutifully noted that, and we wrote our 

speeches by those guidelines... and then, also of course, when folks began to give their speeches 

we all quickly fell asleep... because that’s about the most boring way to write a speech ever! 

 But, the author of the Gospel of Mark does that...  He uses the placement of his stories to 

highlight things of importance, and this story before us today is the first act of Jesus’ public 

ministry in Mark’s Gospel... and first things matter!  What he’s doing is letting us know what he 

thinks is central to Jesus’ ministry... and what is it?  He teaches with incredible power and 

authority, and he demonstrates that his words have real power in themselves to accomplish 

anything he sets them off to do.  And in this case—the first case—the thing Jesus speaks into 

being is the release of a poor soul enslaved by an unclean spirit.  

 It’s the first thing Mark reports Jesus doing in his ministry, and thus we know Mark 

thinks this is key to understanding what’s at the heart of Jesus’ purpose... it’s to set us free from 

all that enslaves us, all that robs us of health and peace and at least a little bit of happiness. 

 Now having just heard myself say that, I have to throw out a reminder that we’re not 

talking the prosperity gospel here.  The prosperity gospel is the claim that God want’s nothing 

more than to use God’s limitless power to fill the wallets and refrigerators and lives of God’s 

followers with abundant wealth, health, and constant joy.  The prosperity gospel is not the truth; 

it is—in the parlance of today—fake news.  Yes, there are a few authors in the Bible—and a very 

few verses of scripture—that seem to support it, but there are far, far too many other authors and 

texts that teach us something absolutely contrary to this claim.  Think of Jesus telling us that we 

must be willing to lose our lives to find them, think of the call to give away our possessions and 

keep our treasure in heaven, think of the lives of Jesus and the apostles who were not rich, who 

did not gather wealth in this world, and who were not immune from pain, suffering and 

sacrifice... ‘nuf said! 

 So we’re not talking about health and wealth and happy-clappy joy here... but we are 

talking about a God who wants us to know the richness and fullness of life... to know the 

presence of a God who cares even though we may be poor; a God who doesn’t magically help us 

escape all suffering but walks with us through our sufferings; a God who offers us the peace of 

knowing that God is with us, God is for us all along the way; and always at work to turn all 

things to the good.  And that’s where we find the peace of God, the hopefulness and the 

confidence of faith that leads to joy even in lives that may seem to be the opposite of prosperous. 

 In Mark, then, Jesus’ first act is to reach out to the one who was troubled by that unclean 

spirit, who was on the cusp of being ostracized from the community; who would be cramped and 

convulsed at the most inopportune moments, who would call out and say things that were 

inappropriate and perhaps hostile and unsettling to those who heard him.  Jesus first act is to 

calm this man’s mind; to cast out whatever it was that placed him in harm’s way, and restore him 

to his place in the community.  Basically, Jesus’ words “Be silent and come out of him” drove 

the powers of evil that had dominion over him to their knees and freed this man. 

 And you know what, I could waste our time speculating about whether we’re supposed to 

believe these were “real demons” or if they are metaphorical, or mental, or emotional, or even 

biological powers that had gotten twisted up in his mind and soul and being... But the truth is, I 

really don’t care.  I don’t think it matters much which way you take it.  What matters is that we 

understand that—whatever kind of power it was—it was no match for the power of Jesus.  When 

Jesus commands it to be silent and come out, the man lets out a cry and convulses, and the evil is 
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gone.  And if you prefer to picture a wispy imp fleeing from him that’s fine; and if you prefer to 

imagine all the anxieties and doubts and guilt and addictions and poor choices that haunted this 

man just dissipating in a moment’s time—freeing him from all that bondage—then I’m okay 

with that too.  

 The important thing to Mark is that this is what was at the heart of Jesus’ mission, that he 

came to proclaim in powerful words and actions that this is who our God is, this is what our God 

wants to do in our lives, and this is how our God wants us to live—this is the mission God wants 

us to take on ourselves.  God wants us to be free from every fear, every worry, every miserable 

anxiety that sucks our life-blood and attempts to bury us beneath the ruins of our own lives.  

Jesus wants us to see a God who cares enough to want to release us from the oppressing power 

of these unclean spirits... and he wants us to go out and do likewise.   

 He wants us to recognize the evil that would bind us and twist our own lives into not just 

nightmares of confusion and wrath... but just as likely, wastelands of missed opportunities and 

mediocrity.  He wants us to see all that which we have given power over us that is not God—that 

which is not holy, not helpful, not loving—and he wants us to bring it to him and turn it over to 

him and be released by him so that we might regain our right minds, our right hearts and souls 

and find ourselves again in the community of God’s harmonious plan. 

 And he wants us to see that which holds down our neighbors—and I’m not talking about 

judging our neighbors’ sins and failings—I’m talking about seeing the things that we and our 

societies have colluded to do that have encumbered them with fear and despair.   I’m talking 

about the injustices, the threats, the constraints and shackles that we bind them with in order to 

keep our own places of privilege safe.  I’m talking about the subtle little things woven into the 

policies and traditions of our communities that place a ceiling of gloom over certain people by 

denying them the same quality of education, the same economic opportunities, the same access 

to health care, the same common respect that others have... others who can afford it.  I’m talking 

about the images we splash about the media that constantly reinforce the idea that certain people 

can only aspire to be gangsters and drug lords and car wash attendants.  I’m talking about 

attitudes that lead us to believe that women should be judged not by their minds and their skills 

and their creativity and compassion but only by their physical beauty and their willingness to put 

up with those who would reduce them to caricatures of humans that they can speak down to and 

abuse and misuse for their own self-gratification. 

 Those are the kinds of evil spirits I worry about in our society today.  And those are the 

kinds of evil spirits I think Christ would have us confront—in ourselves first and then in others 

for the sake of others.  Do you imagine that the God who freed that man of the unclean spirit did 

that so that man could go off and oppress others?  No!  The grace of God is given to be shared.  

The grace of God is given not so we can go along our merry way coddling the unclean spirits 

within us that we think are kind of cute, or fun, or permissible in the privacy of our hidden 

lives... The powerful grace of God is given so we can see clearly enough to confront that which 

remains unclean in us, and confess it to our Lord and cry out for God’s mercy and power to cast 

that out too...   

 And the more that God’s power overcomes in us—the closer we are to being of humble 

and gentle spirit like Christ Jesus—the more likely we are to see where others need our aid: the 

aid of Christ through us in the power of the Spirit to cast out that which binds them... even if that 

is us! 

 We are all people who have experienced—to one degree or another—the cleansing power 

of Christ Jesus... and for this we give thanks.  But let us not rest in the glory of that miraculous 
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moment, but let us surge ahead in the power of the Spirit, seeking to be fully sorted through by 

our Lord, and set free to set others free in his name, through his power, and to his glory.  Amen. 


