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Rev. Karen Freeman, January 31, 2021.  The Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany: 
Deuteronomy 18:15-20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28 

 
 

Jesus’ Authority and Ours 

“He taught them as one having authority.”  This passage made me wonder a lot.  

I wonder how Jesus was able to just walk into the synagogue and teach. Worship 

in the synagogue consisted of prayers, benedictions, readings from the Law and 

the Prophets… and expositions of the readings. The services were not conducted 

by priests – they were concerned only with worship in the temple at Jerusalem.  

Synagogue worship was conducted by local elders.  Any competent man could 

contribute their thoughts about the readings at the invitation of the synagogue 

ruler… that’s presumably what was given to Jesus here.   

 

“They were astounded at his teaching…”.  I wonder what Jesus taught that day in 

the synagogue.  We only know that it was a “new” teaching – what was new about 

it – the style or the substance?  Was he teaching about the spirit of the Law versus 

the letter of the Law?  Or maybe it was about the Kingdom of God – I wish we 

knew!  But Mark doesn’t seem concerned here so much about what Jesus taught, 

but about the manner in which he taught, and the extraordinary effect which his 

teaching had on his hearers. And what astounded those present in the synagogue 

that day was how Jesus taught “as one having authority.”    

 

I wonder what Jesus’ authority looked like, or what his authority sounded like.  

Was it the words he used, or his body language, or his tone of voice?  Whatever it 

was, it was not like the scribes.  The scribes were men who studied the Torah and 

the Jewish oral traditions.  They had their own disciples, who learned these things 

by heart through constant repetition.  The scribes did not have the authority to 

introduce new rules or ideas.  Their emphasis was strictly on tradition, quoting 

from what previous teachers had said, and not making any authoritative 

judgements of their own.   
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In contrast, Jesus’ way of teaching was unique – the Message version of the Bible 

puts it this way:  “They were surprised by his teaching - so forthright, so 

confident—not quibbling and quoting like the religion scholars.”  

 

The dictionary tells us that “authority” means three things:  

1) the power or right to give orders, make decisions, and enforce obedience; 

2) a person or organization having power or control in a particular sphere; 

3) the power to influence others, especially because of one’s commanding 

manner or one’s recognized knowledge about something. 

 

We know Jesus had authority in all of these ways.  The authority with which Jesus 

taught had not been given to him by any human person or institution; in teaching, 

as in all else, Jesus’ authority comes from God.   

 

In Mark’s Gospel, immediately after Jesus calls his first disciples, we’re presented 

with a sequence of four major healings, including today’s exorcism. Through the 

stories of these healings, Mark wants to show that Jesus not only speaks with 

authority but also actually has authority to act.  The unclean spirit certainly 

recognizes Jesus’ authority:  “I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  The 

unclean spirit obeys Jesus’ order to come out of the man, and everyone is amazed.  

“What’s this? A new teaching – with authority!  He commands even the unclean 

spirits, and they obey him.”  

 

Jesus tells the spirit to be quiet – those of us reading Mark’s Gospel in the Good 

Book Club have noticed how often Jesus says, “don’t tell anyone” about what just 

happened.  It seems he’s not yet ready for his divine authority to be challenged by 

the religious authorities.  This is what scholars call the “messianic secret” that runs 

throughout Mark’s gospel – but Jesus is not able to keep control over the spread of 

his fame.  All kinds of people hear Jesus proclaim the gospel, teach and heal with 

authority, transform those who are possessed by evil, and offer health and 

salvation to outcasts.    



 3 

And the reaction to Jesus is immediate:  on the one hand, the crowds marvel at his 

authority and flock to hear and see him; and on the other, the religious authorities 

are offended by his words and actions – they think he has overstepped the bounds 

of authority and so they begin the plot to destroy him.  

 

I wondered more about the word authority… it’s interesting that the root of the 

word authority is the word ‘author.’ And I like this definition of the word ‘author’ 

given by Wikipedia:   

An author is the creator or originator of any written work such as a book or 

play, and is also considered a writer. More broadly defined, an author is “the 

person who originated or gave existence to anything: and whose authorship 

determines responsibility for what was created. 

 

In the Letter to the Hebrews, King James’ translation, chapter 12:2, Jesus is 

described as “the author and finisher of our faith.”  Jesus is writing the story of this 

world’s movement towards salvation, healing and wholeness in the kingdom of 

God.   

 

So we’ve have covered quite a bit about the authority of Jesus, but I also want to 

say something about our authority as Christians.  Through our baptism, we have 

been given authority by Jesus to proclaim the gospel in his name.  We need to 

claim this authority with confidence and faith, through our the ways in which we 

live our lives. We are to be witnesses of God’s Grace in the world.  The words from 

The Hill We Climb, Amanda Gorman’s great poem, come to mind:   

“If only we are brave enough to see it; if only we are brave enough to be it.”   
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We are Children of God!  We have become heirs to the kingdom. The Church is the 

body of Christ, and carries it’s authority in his name.  Jesus said, in Matthew 18, 

“whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 

earth will be loosed in heaven.”   With authority comes responsibility, and our 

responsibility is to be faithful to the Holy One of God.    

 

I want to finish up with a personal story of something that has come up that I think 

is relevant to our thinking about “authority,” and responsibility.  Some of you have 

noticed that I’ve been using the pronoun “she” in reference to the Holy Spirit in 

the Nicene Creed.  My reason for saying ‘she’ is theological, based on the fact that 

the gender of the Hebrew word for Spirit is feminine; and the Greek word for Spirit 

is neuter; and so it’s odd to me that we say “He’ in the English translation of the 

Creed, but Latin was the language that the Council of Nicea used in writing the 

Creed, and in Latin, the word for the Holy Spirit is masculine.   I may not like it, but 

I recognize the fact that I don’t actually have the authority to change the words of 

the Nicene Creed.  I guess I will have to leave that up to future Councils to correct!   

However, our Book of Common Prayer has two different versions of the Nicene 

Creed, as you can see on pages 326 & 327, and this morning we are using the 

version on p. 327, which doesn’t assign any gender at all to the Holy Spirit, and so 

I’m happy!   

 

 
 


