4th Sunday after the Epiphany


        February 1, 2009

“Let us be astonished”

Deuteronomy 18:15–20;  1 Corinthians 8:1–13 

Mark 1:21–28

21And they went into Capernaum, and immediately on the Sabbath he entered the synagogue and was teaching. 22And they were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, and not as the scribes. 23And immediately there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit. And he cried out, 24“What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God.” 25But Jesus rebuked him, saying,  “Be silent, and come out of him!” 26And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying out with a loud voice, came out of him. 27And they were all amazed, so that they questioned among themselves, saying, “What is this? A new teaching with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” 28And at once his fame spread everywhere throughout all the surrounding region of Galilee.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.

And they were astonished at [Jesus'] teaching, for he taught them as one who had authority, not as the scribes.

Let us, too, be astonished at Jesus' teaching.

But to be astonished at his teaching, we need to know what this authority is with which he is teaching, and to know this authority that he is teaching with, we first look at the Scribes and their teaching, and then we know that Jesus teaches not like that, and to teach not like that is . . . astonishing. 

Jesus teaches with authority, not as the Scribes.

If the Scribes were teaching not with authority, then they were teaching with what?

They were teaching with the Law.  They were teachers of the Law.  They studied the Law, they knew it backwards and forwards, and they loved putting people under the Law.  

How are you supposed to live your life; how are you supposed to treat your wife; how much offering must you give; how do you sign a contract and make a loan; even how do you wash your dishes and scrub your hands and do your other things of personal hygiene?—the Scribes could, and would, and loved to teach you any of it.

The Scribes knew how to wield the Law, to control people with the Law, to use regulations and mechanisms to manipulate and put people under the Law.  The Scribes, the teachers of the Law, knew all of this, and when anyone was listening to a Scribe, that is what he could expect—to be put under the thumb of the Law.  People would expect that from a Scribe, it would not surprise or astonish them in the least—it was expected.

Yet, what Jesus taught did surprise them, they were astonished.  For Jesus taught as one who had authority.  

Weren't the Scribes teaching with authority?  This is how you live your life, this is how you obey your parents, this is how you treat your wife, how you wash your dishes, how you scrub your hands—isn't that authority?

No, it's not authority  It's the Law, it's demands, it's regulations and mechanisms to control people, to put them under your thumb, to exercise power over them, to bend them to your will.  That astonishes no one.  That's the way of our world, the language of our sin—that's entirely expected in this world, and no one is astonished by it.

Do we try to control people around us?  Do we try to manipulate and coerce, to box people in with guilt, to constrict people with shame, all in order to bend their will to ours?  Then we will astonish no one.  That's the way of the world, the way of the Law, everyone has seen it their whole life, and it will astonish no one.  

Yet, when Jesus spoke people were astonished.  Because  . . . he taught not as the Scribes who knew how to control people with the Law, but he spoke as one having authority.

Authority—that's a word to consider.  Authority is the Lord's word.  Authority speaks not of how to control people and crush them, but of giving gifts.  

While the Scribes wanted to make sure that nothing bad happened—so they constricted people with their rules and mechanisms, Jesus set himself to free people by cleansing hearts with the Gospel.  

Authority is the giving of gifts.  The Law, we can do that on our own, anytime.  It doesn't take a Christian to exert power and control, any pagan can do it better anyway.  But Authority, we can't do that on our own.

Authority is what is given.  Bestowed.  

Authority—it's not in us or of us, we don't get it by demand, we don't control it or manipulate it, it's given, a gift.  

Matthew 28:18:

And Jesus came and spoke to [the eleven Apostles] , saying, "All authority has been given to Me in Heaven and on Earth. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, . . . 

Jesus had no authority of his own.  That's impossible.  If you have it on your own, of yourself, it's not authority.  

To Jesus, the Father in Heaven gives the gift of authority—“all authority in Heaven and on Earth has been given to me,” said Jesus.

The authority bestowed upon Jesus is the authority to go to the cross in the stead of all sinners, so that the sacrifice of the cross, given on Earth is taken up into Heaven as the atoning sacrifice for all sinners of all time.  

The authority bestowed upon Jesus by his Father is the authority to forgive sins, so that when sins are forgiven on Earth, they are forgiven in Heaven.  

The  authority bestowed upon Jesus by his Father is the authority to be our Lord, to put his Name on us in Baptism, to give to us and our families all the gifts of his Father, making us his people.

Let us be astonished.

He came not as a Scribe, to control by the Law, but as One given authority, as one giving gifts.

If he had come speaking the Law, if he had come showing the rules of how to live a successful life and to live filled with purpose, if he had come instructing us on how to control our families and keep everyone in line, then we wouldn't have been surprised one bit.  No astonishment there.  We would've expected it.  Isn't that what God is supposed to do, to make everyone bend to his will, to control everyone into being his people.

Predictable.  Boring.  Insipid.  Never astonishing.  Every teacher of the Law can teach that.

He came to give gifts.

The Law condemns, constricts, and brings only death.

He came to give gifts, to release into freedom, to bring life, and life eternal.

He looked at those whom he had created, at those who stood before him as nothing but sinners, crushed by the Law, and he taught as One having authority, as One receiving gifts from his Father and giving gifts to all, as One whose yoke is easy and burden and light. 

And they were astonished.

We're astonished, too.

Where we see our lives under the condemnation of the Law, for our failure to respect others, to love our neighbor, we are not  astonished by the Law, for it has always been there, but we turn to him, and we're astonished, as he speaks his Gospel to us, cleansing us of all sin.  

Where we see that we have tried to bend others to our will, controlling them, we are not surprised by the Law, but crushed by it, and we turn to him—for he has the authority to forgive our sin and he sets us free from guilt.

Where we see our neighbor under the Law, crushed by the world, constricted by events around him, we're astonished.   Astonished not by what is happening to our neighbor, for that is entirely expectable and not surprising at all, but astonished because there, in front of our neighbor, face to face with him, our Lord has placed . . . us.

Face up to our neighbor, our Lord has placed us to give to him that which the world does not have, to say to him what he will not hear from the Scribes and the teachers of the Law, to speak to him with . . . authority   

Authority—Jesus has forgiven your sins, his blood cleanses you, your shame is no more, but your stand in honor before God the Father.  Where you were condemned by the Law, you are now innocent by the Gospel, where you where constricted, you are now free, where you used to expect God to come to you to exert control, you now are surprised to see him coming bearing gifts.

Jesus gives gifts.  He speaks with authority.  Sin is forgiven, the demons flee.  And we are blessedly astonished.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.

MARK 1:21-28
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