Mark 1:21–28
Other Lessons: Deuteronomy 18:15–20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1–13

Our Gospel text for today is rather astonishing if you look at it in the context of the church year and season we are in. Again, Epiphany is about the unveiling of the Christ as we look at different people confessing something about him. We’ve heard God from the cloud with the Holy Spirit dove. We’ve heard from John the Baptist, and then from Nathanael. And last week we heard Jesus preaching the arrival of the kingdom, which is through repentance and faith. Today however, we hear a confession of who Jesus is from an unlikely witness, from one of the evil spirits himself, although he is more of a negative example for us NOT to follow. 
Our text begins with Jesus teaching on a Sabbath at Capernaum (Luke tells us that his first time teaching in a synagogue was in his hometown Nazareth, which quickly turned into a violent protest and a failed execution). The text tells us twice how the people were amazed at Jesus’ authority. What is this authority? What does it consist of? 
First he asserted his authority NOT by talking about it or claiming it for himself, but through teaching the word of God. Certainly it was the manner of his teaching, his sternness and directness of his words that showed his authority. Indeed, quite ironic that he showed his authority by not quoting any authorities, which was the common practice of the rabbis of his day. It was the norm to cite another teacher: “so and so taught this” or “that teacher said this”, which after all is not too helpful because they were still opinions from a mere mortal human being. But Jesus taught directly as if he was his own word, and through his confrontation with the demon, he showed that his words have power. He said it, and it was so (just like God did at the beginning!). 
But more importantly, that authority is shown through the content of his teaching, which we heard last week. It was the preaching of the kingdom, that the king has arrived, and he came not to overthrow the Roman Empire but he is the one who crushes Satan to free those under the slavery of sin and death. His kingdom is a great and everlasting kingdom because it overcomes death. This is done through repentance and faith and nothing else, which the king freely and joyfully gives to all. To the people, it was a “new” teaching, but that was hardly the case as this was the same message throughout the Old Testament. But it was new to them because they have never heard it, that the forgiveness of sins is freely offered apart from the works of the law. 
And it was very astounding to their ears because Jesus taught the Gospel as though it was true. We today looking at these texts retrospectively would not find this message shocking or surprising, but it should. The fact that God would humble himself to be a human being, and submits himself to the will of the father to die innocently for sinners is still a wonderfully shocking message. God suffers and dies for me, a poor, miserable sinner who deserves every punishment unto eternity. But such is the message, and with great authority because this Jesus has said it and accomplished it. In him, I can repent and believe and have the forgiveness of sins. 
This is the fulfillment of our Old Testament passage, the promise of a great prophet, one even greater than Moses himself. He is God in the flesh. We are to hear and listen to him. Herein lies the conflict of our story. The unclean spirit speaks without the authority of God, he opened his mouth without being commissioned to speak. He speaks to draw away the attention from Jesus, to bring back fear upon the people. Indeed, everything he said is true (which is the irony here), but he was not authorized to speak. Thus he spoke in the place of God, and most outrageously, he spoke for God. So blasphemous that Jesus had to use his power to rebuke this evil spirit and kick him out of his presence. The danger of God’s enemy the devil is not only that he is the father of lies and spews lies to mislead us, but he also speaks the truth so to hide the other important truths and misguide us. In revealing the Christ like this, the devil intends to hush the message of the cross, and with it the need for repentance and faith. Thus the devil wants God’s people to hear the gospel apart from the law. The messiah has come and everything will be alright, the romans will be kicked out, and the Jewish kingdom will now prosper. This is what they will believe if Jesus had not driven the evil spirit out, and continue to preach Law AND Gospel. 
Indeed, we will most likely not encounter any unclean spirits or demon possessed people (the one you saw on the street was probably drunk, or unless if you go to a certain church denomination!), but there are plenty of “voices” that draw us away from the voice of Christ and the word of God. Even our own voice, our own reasoning, our own heart do it, rather too often, against better judgment and against our conscience. That’s why it is very important to examine oneself regularly to see whether we have listened to something we should not. These are not so explicit and outrageous that are so obvious to spot like “go, kill that man” or “stop believing in Jesus”, but it’s the more subtle things that we can get use to easily. The point is to constantly measure ourselves against the word of God and see whether we recognize our sins, whether we confess and repent of them, and whether we desire to change our ways with the help of the Holy Spirit. Without the Gospel, one lives in self-righteousness, which can lead to despair because one does not look to Christ as the savior. But without the Law, one can also live in self-righteousness, which lead to a false security because one does not see the sinner in need of a savior. 
How do we deal with all these opposing voices in our lives? We need to have someone who can actually say, “Be silent and come out of my beloved whom I have redeemed!” We need someone who has the power to release us from the power of Satan. We need someone who can deal with our sins without killing us. Jesus has come and not only has the authority to command evil spirits, but he does what he says, for he came to bring the kingdom of God to us through the Gospel, through repentance and faith. He does this by dying on the cross to take on the sins of the world upon himself. And he vanquished them all when he rose again on the third day. 
All these we have in baptism. We have been united to the one who has the power to subdue all evil. And by the power of the Holy Spirit, we have renounced the devil, and all his works and all his ways. This is why we are taught to continually go back to baptism. It is for us to actively drive out the wrong voices AND be filled with the voice of the shepherd. So make it a habit to not only remember your baptism when you wake up and when you go to bed, as Luther encourages in the Small Catechism, but to also delve into the scriptures, to live in the words, so that you are always surrounded by it and your heart is guarded by it. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]If you haven’t already, read Luther’s Large Catechism. It’s a great way to sharpen your mind and your conscience, so that you are better at detecting the false and misleading voices of the devil, the world, and even your sinful flesh. But ultimately it is Christ who will defend us from all evil, as we so pray in the Lord’s Prayer. So turn to him constantly for mercy, so that we may always have a repentant heart, and cling to him in the forgiveness of sins. Jesus is the great prophet, the great high priest, he is our God and savior, and he calls us through the Holy Spirit. Hear, listen, and believe. 
