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As One Having Authority 

Mark 1:21-28 

  

 Authority—what do you think of when you hear that word? 

 According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, authority is “power to influence or command 

thought, opinion, or behavior.”1 

 For many, authority is something we are to conform to or obey. For others, especially since 

the 1960s, it’s something to be questioned, resisted, or even rebelled against. 

 Authority is sometimes entrusted to someone in order to carry out responsibilities. The 

United States Constitution grants authority to the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of 

our government to carry out their prescribed duties. Federal, state, and local governments 

authorize their respective law enforcement officers to enforce the law. The boards of businesses 

and non-profits authorize their CEOs and other staff to manage and guide their organizations in 

the most effective and productive ways. Churches grant authority to the clergy they ordain to 

fulfill the responsibilities of the ministry. This kind of authority is derived from a source outside 

of oneself. 

 There are times when this kind of authority is abused. Those entrusted with it use it for their 

own benefit, enriching themselves or taking advantage of people in other ways. They use it as 

power over others to further their own ends or to promote an unjust or immoral cause. What’s 

meant for a good purpose is hijacked for evil purposes. Think Nero, Hitler, or corrupt politicians 

or police officers or businesspeople or even some ministers. For them, authority is power. And 

Lord Acton’s saying proves true: “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts 

absolutely.”2 

 Sometimes authority comes from the person himself or herself. The authority emanates from 

who the person is and what the person is like in terms of character, knowledge, and ability. His 

or her authority does not depend on an outside source; it comes from within.  

 That was the case with Jesus, as we read here in our text for today, Mark 1:21-28. 

 

The authority of Jesus 

 In the immediately preceding passage that we looked at last Sunday, Jesus declared his 

authority when he proclaimed: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; 
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repent, and believe in the good news” (Mark 1:14-15).3 Based on that authority, he summoned 

Simon and his brother Andrew and James and John, the sons of Zebedee to follow him. They left 

behind their livelihoods (they were commercial fishermen) and their cherished relationships 

(James and John left their father in the boat with the hired men, Mark 1:20) and they followed 

him. 

Shortly after that. Jesus and his four new disciples went to Capernaum. On the sabbath, Jesus 

taught in the synagogue. It was a common practice for the leader of the synagogue to invite a 

visiting teacher or rabbi to speak in the service. 

But they got more than they bargained for! As Jesus taught, the people were astounded at 

his teaching. Why? Because he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes 

(1:22).  

Now the scribes were the experts in the law (NET). When they taught, they established their 

authority by quoting their predecessors. “Rabbi so and so has said . . .” But when Jesus taught, he 

exuded authority! He didn’t have to quote other rabbis; he spoke from himself as the Messiah 

and Son of God (Mark 1:1)! And the people were amazed at his authority as he taught. 

But it didn’t stop there. He then demonstrated that authority to them. There was a man in the 

synagogue that day with an unclean spirit. He seems to have shown up suddenly or even 

unexpectedly. There’s a word Mark uses here that is most closely translated as immediately. The 

NRSV that I’m reading from today translates it Just then. It’s a word Mark uses often in his 

Gospel account to stress urgency, movement, or something unexpected.  

Jesus had been teaching, and this man with an unclean spirit, a demon, showed up in the 

synagogue. The demon first cried out in challenge. Jesus ordered him to be quiet and come out. 

Then the spirit made the man go into convulsions and cried out with a loud voice, and in 

unwilling obedience came out. As Jesus the Messiah, the Son of God, this unclean spirit had to 

obey him! 

This amazed the people even further! They were saying to one another, “What is this? A 

new teaching—with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him” 

(1:27). So his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee (1: 28). 

Jesus demonstrated his authority in teaching, then he demonstrated his authority over the 

unclean spirits or demons by casting the unclean spirit out of the man. His ministry was one of 

both word and deed, and both showed his authority!  

In fact, when you look at the Gospel accounts, particularly in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 

three things characterized Jesus’ earthly ministry: preaching and teaching the kingdom of God, 

healing the sick, and casting out demons. In Mark 6:7-13 (paralleled in Matthew 10:5-5 and 

Luke 9:1-6), he sent his twelve disciples out with authority over the unclean spirits in order to do 

the same things. And in Acts, the apostles and other ministers do the same kinds of things by the 

power of the name of Jesus.  

And here’s the thing that we so often miss. Jesus still works in our lives and our life together 

with the same authority that his teaching and his liberating power demonstrated. 
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The reality of demonic activity 

 Now in our modern and even postmodern scientific mindsets, we generally have no problem 

with the concept of preaching and teaching the kingdom of God. Many might think it’s 

irrelevant, when in reality it’s the most relevant thing in the world. Some might balk against the 

idea of submitting to any kind of authority, even God’s, or maybe especially God’s. But they still 

can wrap their heads around the idea of God’s existence and that he makes claims on us. 

 But the devil and demons? Well, they say, isn’t that just an ancient way of describing evil, or 

even certain sicknesses or mental illnesses? Who in the world, they say, could ever believe in a 

literal devil and his demons? According to them, everything has a logical, scientific, reasonable 

explanation, and the idea of the demonic is just ancient superstition. 

Back in 2016, The Washington Post ran an op-ed piece by Dr. Richard Gallagher, a board-

certified psychiatrist and a professor of clinical psychiatry at New York Medical College under 

the title, “As a psychiatrist, I diagnose mental illness. Also, I help spot demonic possession.” 

Here are his own words: 

 

For the past two-and-a-half decades and over several hundred consultations, 

I’ve helped clergy from multiple denominations and faiths to filter episodes of 

mental illness—which represent the overwhelming majority of cases—from, 

literally, the devil’s work. It’s an unlikely role for an academic physician, but I 

don’t see these two aspects of my career in conflict. The same habits that shape 

what I do as a professor and psychiatrist—open-mindedness, respect for evidence 

and compassion for suffering people—led me to aid in the work of discerning 

attacks by what I believe are evil spirits and, just as critically, differentiating these 

extremely rare events from medical conditions. 

Is it possible to be a sophisticated psychiatrist and believe that evil spirits are, 

however seldom, assailing humans? Most of my scientific colleagues and friends 

say no, because of their frequent contact with patients who are deluded about 

demons, their general skepticism of the supernatural, and their commitment to 

employ only standard, peer-reviewed treatments that do not potentially mislead (a 

definite risk) or harm vulnerable patients. But careful observation of the evidence 

presented to me in my career has led me to believe that certain extremely 

uncommon cases can be explained no other way. 

 

Not surprisingly, the article generated thousands of comments. Most were from people 

whose worldview doesn’t permit the possibility of demon possession or even the reality of 

the demonic.4 

 In the mid-1900s, there was a movement within classical liberal Protestant theology and 

biblical studies to try to “demythologize” Scripture and Christian doctrine in order to make it 

palatable to modern humans in the West. The idea was that the images, stories, and ideas that 

Scripture uses to convey reality and the message of salvation were of a mythical nature from a 
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literary standpoint, so the message needed to be recast in a way that left all that behind. After all, 

miracles, the supernatural, demons, and so forth would seem to be offensive to the modern 

mindset that prized empirical proof and scientific analysis.  

 In a conversation one day with my beloved teacher Dr. Charles Talbert, we were talking 

about the demonic in the New Testament and the tendency to try to explain it away or 

demythologize it. He made a brilliant observation. He said that even if you’re willing to grant 

that the descriptions of the demonic in the Bible are myth, there is still something real behind the 

myth that it’s describing! 

 Indeed, Satan and his servants, the devil and his demons, are real. But Jesus as Messiah and 

Son of God has authority over them, an authority that emanates from who he is and what he is 

like! 

 

Jesus’ authority and us 

 So what does all this mean for us? How does Jesus’ authority impact us as his disciples? 

Jesus still works in our lives and our life together with the same authority that his teaching 

and his liberating power demonstrated. 

His teaching that we see in Scripture has authority for how we are to believe and live as his 

disciples. 

As we submit to his authority as our teacher and Lord, he works in our lives to make us like 

himself, to produce his character in our lives. As we put his teachings into practice, they form us 

into his likeness and our character becomes more and more like his.  

This derived character leads to derived authority, as his authority shines through us to impact 

other people’s live. As they see the character of Jesus in us, they know there’s something very 

different. And often that points them and leads them to Christ. 

 Through this derived authority, Christ gives us his authority over the devil and his demons, 

so that in the name of Jesus and by the blood of Jesus, we have nothing to fear, and we can 

overcome them as we proclaim the kingdom of God in Jesus and minister in his name as we’re 

on mission with him in the world. 

 And while that is always an important truth, it’s especially important for us right now. With 

all the chaos and catastrophes of the past year combined with the stress of the pandemic, we need 

to remember that Christ is still in control, that he rules over all, and that he has ultimate authority 

over even the devil and his demons. 

Whenever God is at work, the devil and his demons will get busy too, trying to sabotage 

what he is doing. So we must be on guard, not in fear but with confidence, knowing that in the 

name of Jesus and by the power of his blood, Satan and his servants have no power over us! 

Indeed, by his name and his blood, he has given his church power over them! Thanks be to God! 

MEG 

 

 
1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/authority (last accessed 01-28-2021). 
2 https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/absolute-power-corrupts-absolutely.html (last accessed 01-28-2021). 
3 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/authority
https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/absolute-power-corrupts-absolutely.html
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 4 Richard Gallagher, “As a psychiatrist, I diagnose mental illness. Also, I help spot demonic possession,” The 

Washington Post (07-01-2016); cited at https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2016/august/2080816.html 

(last accessed 01-27-2021). 

https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2016/august/2080816.html

