
Jan. 5, 2020 – (Christmas 2, Jesus’ Ministry Begun) 

Sermon Text – Mark 1:21-45 

- Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, and he cried out, 

"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."  But Jesus rebuked him, saying, "Be silent, and come 

out of him!"  And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came 

out of him…Now Simon's mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about 

her at once.  He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left 

her, and she began to serve them…A leper came to him begging him, and kneeling he 

said to him, "If you choose, you can make me clean."  Moved with pity, Jesus stretched 

out his hand and touched him, and said to him, "I do choose. Be made clean!"  Immedi-

ately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean. - 

 

As we learned last week, Mark begins “the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, 

the Son of God” with the story of John the Baptist preparing the people for the life-

changing event that is about to happen.  They are about to encounter Jesus.  Doing so 

will require a complete change of direction, a turning around of one’s life, a totally 

new mindset.  In other words, repentance.  Why?  Because Jesus will be different.  As 

Mark continues the story and Jesus begins his ministry, the people are astounded 

because Jesus teaches with authority, and not like their other teachers.  To make his 

point, Mark relates a series of three decisive confrontations Jesus has within the first 

few hours of his time in Capernaum.  In these episodes, Jesus will take on the threat of 

unclean spirits, debilitating illness and social isolation, and thereby demonstrate his 

definitive power over each one of them.  The people are rightfully impressed.  Jesus 

has power.  He has the power to change the world. 

 

 I remember an interview with writer Dan Brown, author of The De Vinci Code, 

and other such popular novels.  He was asked by the interviewer why someone always 

dies in the first few pages of his books.  He said it was the essence of good writing for 

him.  For the story to be good, something has to happen.  The death of a key character 

has a way of setting the stage for the mystery that is about to unfold.  Apparently, Mark 

agrees with this theory of writing.  For the story to be good, something has to happen.  

Jesus’ teaching is not about just words.  It is about actions.  It is about casting out 

demons.  It is about healing people of their illness.  It is about restoring people to their 

rightful places in society.  None of that happens without confrontation.   

 

 In the first episode, Jesus confronts a man with an unclean spirit.  He has come 

to the synagogue where Jesus is teaching.  This is not unusual.  Many people would 
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have come to the synagogue, the gathering place, on the sabbath.  What is unusual is 

that the unclean spirit interrupts the sabbath proceedings by yelling out, “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.”  Interesting, isn’t it?  It is the spirit that provokes the 

confrontation.  It could have just remained silent and went about its business of 

tormenting the man whom it possessed.  It did not.  It spoke out, revealing its presence 

and giving voice to its fears.  In so doing, it reveals two important things about Jesus – 

who he is and what he has come to do.  The spirit already knows.  Jesus is the Holy 

One of God who has come to destroy evil.  Jesus has power, and his power is great.  

The unclean spirit has no choice but to obey him.  Jesus orders the spirit to be silent 

and to leave the man alone.  And it does just that.  The people are impressed. 

 

 They go across the street and down a block to Simon’s home.  When they get 

there, Jesus discovers that Simon’s mother-in-law is ill.  Immediately, he goes to her, 

takes her by the hand and lifts her from her bed.  And the fever leaves her.  She is 

healed and restored to her proper role in the household.  Many commentators gripe 

about Mark’s comment that “she began to serve them.”  This seems like too much to 

expect from a woman who has just been healed of a serious illness.  “Not so,” say 

others.  “She is just doing what gives meaning to her life.  She is the head of household 

hospitality.  Now she has the opportunity to be the person she would want to be.”  This 

restoration leans into the next major episode.  Meanwhile the healing and casting out 

of demons continues long into the night.  Jesus has power, and his power is great. 

 

 By morning, Jesus is exhausted.  He goes off to find a quiet place to rest and 

recover.  While he is praying, his disciples come to find him, telling him that there are 

more people searching for him.  He tells them he is ready to move on.  There are other 

towns in Galilee.  He has come to proclaim his message to them as well, so they move 

on.  As they do, a leper comes to him, begging him to make him clean.  “Moved with 

pity,” our translation reads, “Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him.”  This is 

significant because no one was ever to touch a leper.  They were unclean and 

touching them would transfer their “uncleanness” to the one who touched them.  Jesus 

shows no respect for this societal restriction.  His authority is greater.  He has power 

even over such things as leprosy.  But it is not just compassion that moves him to make 

the man clean.  The passage could just as easily read, “Filled with anger, Jesus 

stretched out his hand and touched him.”  You see, leprosy, like many diseases had a 

way of isolating its victims.  In Biblical times, that isolation was ritualized.  People with 

the skin disease had to warn people to stay away from them and touching was 
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certainly forbidden.  But Jesus is different.  Mark wants us to know.  He overcomes the 

isolation.  He reaches across the boundary.  He disregards all social convention.  He 

chooses to do so.  Because that’s what he came to do, to change the world, to 

overcome the evil, to heal the illness and to restore people to their rightful place in 

community.  We should take note.  Jesus has power, and his power is great.  And that’s 

just chapter one! 

 

                   Amen. 


