
Following by Serving 

My wife has a cousin that is an actor who has had a great deal of success. He is great at 

his craft and has appeared in many T.V. shows, movies, and commercials.  You might remember 

him as the guy in the Skittles commercial that has “Skittle-pox.” In the commercial he has 

skittles all over his face. We often watch movies and shows he is in very closely so we don’t 

miss any scenes in which he may appear. Sometimes it feels that if we blink, we might miss a 

scene in which he appears.  

I get this same feeling as I read Mark’s gospel; that I need to be very observant and 

careful so I won’t miss anything that may happen. Mark wastes no time with unnecessary words 

and it can be hard to separate into individual sections. However, this was Mark’s plan as he 

wanted the book to be seen as one cohesive work. However, it can be done in places and today’s 

text is one of those places, but we still have to be observant and careful or we can miss the point 

of the story. 

We get the impression that the people who were following Jesus had a difficult time keeping 

pace with Jesus. Mark uses the word “immediately” again and again in his gospel, twelve times 

in the first chapter alone. So, in case you forgot or were distracted, here’s what has happened so 

far in this sermon series: 

• Jesus called the four fishermen to leave and follow him, and they responded by leaving 

their boats and nets immediately. 

• They soon traveled to the small fishing village, Capernaum, where the four apparently 

lived. 

• On the Sabbath, Jesus began to teach with authority in the synagogue where a demon-

possessed man challenges him, and names him as the “Holy One of God.”  In other 

words, the demon recognizes Jesus as the Messiah. Jesus responded by commanding the 

unclean spirit to be silent and leave the man. Which it did immediately. 

In today’s text it is still the Sabbath. Jesus and his disciples have just left the synagogue after 

their encounter with the demon. From the events of the next few hours, we see four distinct 

points of interest. 



We begin with the first point found in verse 29 of the first chapter of the gospel of Mark.  

29 As soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and Andrew, with James 

and John. 30 Now Simon’s mother-in-law was in bed with a fever, and they told him about her at 

once. 31 He came and took her by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she 

began to serve them. 

We do not know why they chose to go to Simon’s house from the synagogue. Perhaps 

Simon’s house was closest. Maybe it was the house best suited for the people that would need a 

place to rest or sleep. It may even be possible that Simon just wanted to go to his house so he 

offers it to them. Whatever takes them to Simon’s home, it affords us the opportunity to learn 

something about Simon.  Unrevealed in scripture before, we find Simon has a family that he 

needs to support and that his wife’s mother is sick with a fever. 

Simon tells Jesus “immediately” about her sickness– perhaps this is an attempt to explain 

why she did not greet them when they arrived, or perhaps to warn them of her sickness so they 

could be cautious. Perhaps, after seeing that Jesus has authority over an unclean spirit, maybe 

Simon had a plan to bring Jesus to his house so he would heal his mother-in-law.  

Without speaking a word, that is exactly what Jesus does. He simply reaches out his hand 

and takes the hand of Simon’s mother-in-law and with the power that is divine alone, the fever is 

gone. Immediately. The verb Mark uses here to describe Jesus raising up Simon’s mother-in-law 

is the same verb used to describe Jesus’ resurrection in chapter 16. 

The response of Simon’s mothers-in-law to her miraculous healing is also immediate. 

She rises and gets busy and begins to serve them. I do no think her reaction should be seen as 

what would be expected of a woman of that time. Rather, it is the heartfelt response of a person 

that had just been healed by a true messianic ministry.” We see in Simon’s mother-in-law the 

response we all should have to Jesus’ work in our lives. That once touched by grace, we too, like 

this woman, would be glad to become faithful servants, seeking to serve rather than being served. 

At another point in his ministry, Jesus will tell his disciples, “whoever wishes to become great 

among you must be your servant, 44 and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of 



all. 45 For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 

many.” (Mark 10:43-45)  

This brings us to Point Two which occurs in verse 32. 

32 That evening, at sunset, they brought to him all who were sick or possessed with 

demons. 33 And the whole city was gathered around the door. 34 And he cured many who were 

sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to 

speak, because they knew him. 

As the Sabbath was nearing its end, we see that Capernaum, like most small towns, was 

not a place where there was much that could be kept secret. By that time everyone knew what 

had occurred in the synagogue, and most likely they had already heard about Jesus healing 

Simon’s mother-in-law. As soon as the Sabbath ends, the people of the town were beating at the 

door of Simon’s home, seeking healing, asking Jesus to do for them what they saw him do for 

that man in the synagogue and what they had heard about the healing event. 

I think we should take notice of how Mark assembles this story. First, early in the day, 

Jesus performs an exorcism in a very public place. Later that day, Jesus performs an act of 

healing in a very private place, Simon’s home. Then the fireworks begin as these two worlds 

collide. The private home becomes a public space when the “many” come to Simon’s door. The 

private house becomes a public place of Holy power as Jesus heals and casts out the “many” 

unclean spirits. 

We should also note the clear distinction between healing and exorcism that routinely 

occurs in the chapters of Mark’s gospel; that when Jesus expels an unclean spirit, he never 

touches the person. However, when Jesus heals in the gospels he often does so including the 

power of touch. There is something about touch that is very important. 

 We have learned throughout this last year what we already knew but many times forget to 

think about except in times of extreme happiness, sadness, or need. Human touch does 

something to and for us. When we have missed someone and finally see them again, when 

someone has been sick and they are better, when we have been angry with each other but then 



forgiveness occurs, when we say hello to our newborn family members, or when we are saying 

goodbye to those on the path to death or on holidays and birthdays; in all these moments we hug, 

we touch, we embrace each other. In the gospels we see Jesus touching many and others, like the 

woman that knew that if only she touched Jesus’ garment she would be made whole. 

Understanding that touch is important. 

Touching is all about feeling close to someone and God has created us for relationship, 

with each other and with him.  We see in Jesus, a God that became human, that his love would 

be real and tangible to us, that God is touchable. We are called to follow Jesus that we may touch 

the world spiritually and relationally; that the world would know the loving touch of God 

through our service. God calls us into service through Jesus to go out into communities seeking 

those who long for that connection we all crave, to be near God which is only possible through 

Christ. 

We arrive at point three in verse 35.  

35 In the morning, while it was still very dark, 

he got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.  

Only once in Mark’s gospel does Jesus go off to be alone in prayer. In the gospel of 

Luke, we read of several instances in which Jesus is seeking solitude. We see later that Jesus 

seeks solitudes after he has fed the five thousand, and finally in the garden of Gethsemane on the 

night he is betrayed by Judas. All of these moments are important in different ways. One being 

that they share the common factor of darkness. 

In biblical imagery, darkness and wilderness are closely linked. Jesus goes off to some 

deserted location, reminding us of his time in the desert at the beginning of his ministry, when he 

was preparing to withstand Satan’s temptation. Then again, after learning of John the Baptist’s 

death and then feeding the 5000, Jesus sends his disciples off in a boat so he can spend the night 

in prayer (6:46). On another night in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus prays, “Father, if you are 

willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my will but yours be done.” (14:32-42) There is 

darkness associated with the times Christ’s sought solitude. It is in these moments of darkness 



where we find that he questions God, where he is faced with fear. Yet, it is also in these moments 

where Jesus submits to his Father’s will. 

We can see in these moments that Jesus struggled to find the purpose of his ministry. 

However, he knew how and where to discover it. He prayed. Jesus, the one who knew God’s 

heart better than anyone, also knew he had to set aside time to be alone with his Father, and this 

was often in the darkness, in spite of the darkness, to seek God’s will in secluded times of prayer. 

We are called to follow Jesus, called to be in service, called to community. Just like 

Jesus, we are also sometimes called into the darkness where we can meet God, where we can 

face our fears. It is in solitude and darkness, communing with God, that we can find our purpose 

and learn to trust in God’s perfect will. 

Venturing out in the middle of the night, in unfamiliar territory, would have been a very 

dangerous thing for Jesus to do. There was no modern convenience of electricity to provide 

streetlights to illumine Jesus’ way, no motion-activated floodlights to scare off the wild animals, 

no cell phones to notify others if something went wrong. There were no GPS or location apps to 

help him find his way back to town if he got lost. 

Being alone in the dark wilderness wasn’t the safest place to be in the first century. For 

Jesus, though, it was the only place where he could talk one-on-one with his Father, without 

interruption. Well, almost without interruption. Experiencing the darkness is often scary and 

unsafe for us also, but like Jesus, it is a place where we find God. 

We now come to point four which is the conclusion of the story found in verse 36. 

36 And Simon and his companions hunted for him. 37 When they found him, they said to him, 

“Everyone is searching for you.” 38 He answered, “Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so 

that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do.” 39 And he went 

throughout Galilee, proclaiming the message in their synagogues and casting out demons. 

I think Simon and his friends must have expected that Jesus would continue doing what 

he had done the previous day. Why would he not want to continue healing the sick and casting 



out demons? Why would he not want to meet the needs of the growing mass of people? So far, 

the situation for Simon and his friends seemed to work pretty well. They had given up fishing, 

and fishing for people had turned out not to be so bad. Especially if all you had to do was control 

the crowds that kept coming to see Jesus perform his miracles. They no longer had to leave their 

homes and go out on the boats. It would be great! I can almost hear them saying “Come on, 

Jesus, let’s go! We will gladly watch as you do all the heavy lifting! Jesus, you don’t want to 

disappoint your public! 

But it does not go that way for them. Jesus tells them something unexpected, he 

essentially sends them out to the mission field. He says to them “Let’s go to the neighboring 

towns so I can preach there, too. That’s my job.” 

If Simon and the others are like us, they were probably thinking, “What, why would we 

leave Capernaum? Things are going great here, why leave a place of comfort and security?  

Jesus, when you said, ‘Follow me’ we didn’t expect to go that far.” Now, Mark’s gospel never 

tells us they thought this way. However, this was a critical moment of decision for the disciples. 

There would be many more like it as they followed Jesus and each time, they would have to 

decide, “Do we keep following?” 

My friends, that is the choice we also face each day. The masses of people in Capernaum 

had missed the point. They showed up for the miracles, but they failed to hear the message Jesus 

was preaching to them. Repent, turn away from your old ways, and believe the Good News that 

the Kingdom of God is now present with you. 

They missed the call to be changed, to be transformed, to keep following Jesus even in 

the darkest moments of life. 

 

It was not Jesus’ primary mission to go out looking for people to heal. But people came 

to him, seeking his healing touch, asking for his help, and he had compassion on them. Some of 

them did believe. Some did repent and follow Jesus, and their lives were changed forever. These 

were the ones who, like Simon’s mother-in-law, responded with gratitude and devotion after 

their interaction with Jesus and then followed by serving. 



But Jesus had to choose between becoming the local healer and reaching as many people 

as possible with the good news of God’s love for them. The disciples would probably have 

preferred for Jesus to stay in Capernaum, healing and performing miracles from a place of 

comfort and perceived safety. But Jesus leads them out into their own dark wilderness: the 

unknown territory of introducing others to the Kingdom of God and leading them to repentance. 

The disciples learned that you can’t be a true follower of Jesus by sitting in the comfort 

of your own living room. You have to get up, you have to follow Jesus’ example of serving, as 

Simon’s mother-in-law did. You have to join with others in the work of the Kingdom of God. 

We have to know that for some people, we are the only Jesus they will ever meet. 

We may not be the only ones who will satisfy their urgent, physical needs, but we are the 

only ones who will introduce them and welcome them into the family of God. We are the only 

ones who will help them recognize their need for a Savior. We are the only ones who can show 

them what it means to be transformed into Christ’s image through the daily disciplines of prayer 

and Bible study, service and sacrifice. We are the only ones called to follow by serving who can 

show them what it means to decide every day to keep following Jesus. We are the only ones who 

can love them as Christ loved us, who can make that love tangible and touchable for them. 

For some, maybe many, we are the only Jesus they will ever meet. 

Let us pray. 

Gracious Lord, healer of our every ill, we come to you in our weakness, in our uncertainty. Just 

as your friends in Capernaum looked to you in expectation and hope, we come to you now, 

asking you to heal us, to free us from the unclean spirits that haunt us. 

Father, we ask because we know that you can. We know you are able to do more than we can 

imagine. We know you can fix what’s wrong in us, in this world. So, stretch out your hand and 

touch us, Lord. Heal our brokenness of body, mind, and spirit. Make us whole. 

And then, Lord, help us to keep following you. Help us to keep trusting you, even when you lead 

us into the dark unknown territory of going wherever you go. 



Because we want to serve you, Lord, with the same gratitude and dedication Simon’s mother-in-

law showed. We want to join with you, Lord, in the work of establishing your kingdom here on 

earth. And we want to stay with you, Lord, showing others the way through their own darkness, 

leading them to you. 

We pray these things in your precious name.  

Amen. 

 


