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“Recognizing Authority” / Mark 1: 21-28  

As you know, we are moving through Mark’s gospel. Using his typical vivid language and brevity, has 
taken us thru a series of logical and natural steps: 

 
With the emergence of John, Jesus sees and hears God’s call to action 

 
In his baptism, Jesus receives God’s seal of approval, and God’s equipping for the task 

 
As he is tested by Satan, Jesus chooses the method and his path  

 

Jesus chooses his disciples 

 

And now, the launching of his public ministry   

Mark 1:21-28: They went to Capernaum; and when the Sabbath came, [Jesus] entered the synagogue 
and taught.  22 They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not 
as the scribes. 23 Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24 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."  25 But Jesus rebuked [the spirit], saying, "Be silent, and come out of him!"  
26 And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.  27 They were 
all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, "What is this? A new teaching – with authority! He 
commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him."  28 At once his fame began to spread 
throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.  

Capernaum was the home of Peter and became a kind of base of operations for Jesus' Galilean 
ministry. Jesus begins his ministry in Capernaum, and on the Sabbath, he goes to the synagogue. Most 
of us have this idea of Jesus walking thru the towns, sitting in the fields.  In reality, like Paul, Jesus 
used the "freedom of the synagogue" – a Jewish custom that permitted recognized visiting teachers to 
preach in the synagogue by invitation of its leaders. Jesus entered the synagogue and began to teach.   

And they were astounded at his teaching, because he taught them as one having authority, and not as 
the scribes. What do you suppose this means?  He taught them as one having authority. I bet you have 
never been asked this in church before, but does anyone here love the blues? I love to listen to the 
blues.     

On TV, maybe you’ve seen a diabetes commercial starring B.B. King.  He is joined by a young 
guitarist, maybe 12 years old.  Do you suppose this 12-year old really knows about the blues?  Another 
example comes from Eric Clapton, one of the greatest guitarists to ever live. He said he had to age 
before he could play the blues. I imagine there are some Country & Western fans here; I suppose 
George Jones has a similar amount of credibility – Johnny Cash is another example.  These guys 
proclaim their music with authority!   

Jesus taught as one having authority, and not as the scribes – what about these guys? The scribes were 
the scriptural scholars of the day, more than copyists or secretaries. They were honored for their 
function of reading and interpreting the Scriptures. They would read a passage of scripture, then 
expound on it, but they were very careful not to inject their own personal opinions into the message.    

Jesus taught with authority. Authority can either mean the right or the power to do something – or 
both. The scribes taught with erudition, Jesus taught with authority. I came across a good quote: “Jesus 
interprets the Scripture as one who has the right to say what it means.” His word is self-authenticating  

Here is another way to look at it – many prominent theologians speak of the word of God and the 
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Word of God.  The Word (capital “W”) is Jesus Christ, the word (lower-case “w”) is Scripture. If Jesus 
is the Living Word, he certainly has the authority doesn’t he?   

Here is a question for all the preachers and teachers out there: “Does our teaching communicate the 
authority of Jesus Christ or obscure it?” We are essentially in the same position as the scribes. Be 
careful! We need to recognize our “scribal limitations” but remain channels for the living, authoritative 
word of Jesus. Only Christ speaks with authority.   

23 Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24 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."  25 But Jesus rebuked him, saying, "Be silent, and come out of him!"  26 And the unclean 
spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him.    

As Jesus begins his public ministry, who identifies and names Jesus first? An unclean spirit! Where do 
you suppose that puts us? What about this notion of us doing anything to reach or identify or claim 
Christ? Right again – God reaches us / God names us / God chooses us.   

I know who you are, the Holy One of God. Look at James 2:19: “You believe that God is one; you do 
well. Even the demons believe – and shudder.” My friends, let us not get too carried away with 
ourselves – unclean spirits know that Jesus is God. Also, just a comment – just where does Jesus 
encounter this unclean spirit?  In a place of public worship!   

27 They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, "What is this? A new teaching – with 
authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him."    

Notice they do not say, “Gosh, what a miracle!”  Instead, it’s “What is this? A new teaching – with 
authority!  He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” The focus is not on the miracle, 
but on Jesus’ authority.   

For just a moment, I want to speak about the authority of Jesus. Probably because I was thinking about 
this sermon, I wrote in this month’s Caller about authority vs. power. Certainly, Jesus had power – 
after all, he was God! We all know that now, don’t we? But when he begins his public ministry, and at 
the close of his earthly life, does he speak of, or demonstrate power? No, he demonstrates and speaks 
of authority. Remember the Great Commission, found after Matthew 28:18: All authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given to me…  

What about the difference between authority and power? My friends, as Presbyterians, we are under 
the authority of our Session – we submit to that authority. I have some authority over my children, 
aged 30 and 27, but how much power do I have over them?  They are 6’8” and 6’5” tall!   

When I step into the pulpit, I am under the authority of Scripture, and you are under that same 
authority; I speak with authority, and hopefully, you submit to that authority.  But if I should try to 
invoke some sort of power, what would your reaction be?  

Look at it this way:  

 

Authority is given / Power is taken 

 

Authority means freedom / Power means control 

 

We submit to authority / We resist power 
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“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.”    

What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? What indeed?   

My friends, are you willing, here and now, to submit to the authority of Christ?  I suppose we all know 
he could hurl a lightning bolt or something at us, but would that work? Would you rather respond out 
of fear, or love?    

Here is another quote: “The basic issue raised by this text is whether today’s reader is prepared to 
recognize, with the original observers and with [Mark], that Jesus of Nazareth must be who the 
troubled man said he was: The Holy One of God. The text confronts us with a decision of faith.”   

We all are here today, confronted with the Holy One of God.  What is your decision?   


