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They were all amazed, and kept asking one another, “What is this? A new teaching…”

Kiwi’s love understatement. Someone wins an Olympic gold and the people murmur, “He didn’t 
do too bad, did he?” It is as if we don’t know what to do with success, but it’s more than that. It is 
in every area of our lives. We often avoid using superlatives to describe music that touches our 
soul, or a painting or a panorama of breathtaking beauty, or acts of kindness and our appreciation 
of things done around us or for us. If we use those great, best, wonderful, amazing sorts of words, 
we might just reveal a bit of emotion with it and then where would we be.

We would be right at home with that congregation at Capernaum who listened intently to the 
young preacher’s words,. They were astonished, and probably some leaned forward and whispered, 
“It would be good to have preaching like that every week, I might even come every week if it was.” 
Mark uses one of his favourite words: immediately.  “Immediately there was in their synagogue a 
man with an unclean spirit.” They couldn’t dwell on the sermon, but  watched, uncomfortably no 
doubt, as the possessed man disrupted proceedings, until Jesus did something about it. What did 
they say then? “What is this? A new teaching?”

Engage me with your words, Jesus. That is how I like my preaching and teaching – getting 
something to ponder and mull over, which will help me make some changes to my life so that I 
might live more rightly and lovingly. That I can handle. That way I know.
Mark, on the other hand has a different idea. “Just then” most of our translations read, some say 
“Suddenly” – but they fail to do justice to what is there. “Just then” is a kind of polite way of saying 
“Oops something happened we didn’t quite expect.” “Suddenly” gets it a bit better, except that 
“suddenly” also implies something coming out of the blue too. The phrase Mark uses means 
“Immediately!” It has the sense of connection with what was before, that what was said or done, 
caused what happened next. Jesus taught and immediately the man with the unclean spirit cried 
out. 
“Oops, we really weren’t expecting that! Were we?” I mean, what would you do if after every 
sermon something powerful happened? Well, nor were the people in the synagogue. Even though 
they were the ones who lived in hope, they weren’t expecting hope to come bursting in the door. 
After all, look at their response. “What is this? A new teaching—with authority!” They go back to 
Jesus’ words, to what they heard and try to link it to what they saw. “He commands even the 
unclean spirits, and they obey him.”
A new teaching? If that had happened here at St Stephen’s, or any number of other congregations, 
I suspect some of us would have sat in stunned silence, not sure what to do, some may have prayed 
real hard, others slipped out the back door, but the last thing I think anyone would have done 
would have been to comment that the casting out of a demon was some sort of innovation in 
Christian education. There’s the understatement. For most of us our ordinary experiences of 
teaching are dull. Much of our teaching and learning involves stuff that is on the periphery of our 
lives. We may need to know it, but it doesn’t exactly hit the core of us, the things which most 
centrally define us as persons. It doesn’t usually change us, move us, make us new persons.

As a preacher and teacher of the Gospel, one of my aims, roles, jobs is to offer new teaching, to 
offer it in a way that helps people, congregations, you, grab it, plant the seeds of change, even of 
healing; of finding ways to keep the good news fresh for us modern people. As I read this story I 
sense that somehow Jesus’ words that day captured the people listening so powerfully, that they 
connected it to what happened next. 



Jesus’ words of rebuke to the unclean demon that sent it out of that tormented man were seen to 
flow out of what he had already said. “Wow,” they respond. “A new teaching that grabs us where 
we’re at. That has power and authority to change us, heal us, drive away evil spirits!” That is a new 
kind of teaching.

It raises the issue of authority for us as a community. One of the things we often hear about the 
present time is that there has been a breakdown of authority. People no longer believe all the 
things everyone used to believe and no longer respect the authorities that were once considered 
unquestionable.

So what is authority anyway? What gives someone or some organisation authority? And why 
should these “authorities” be trusted and obeyed in the first place? After Nuremberg we learnt 
that simply following orders was no longer a defence if the orders given were evil. Perhaps that 
was the first real crack in the authority structure, where as individuals and societies we learned 
that you have to question whether what you are being ordered to do is actually right.

Jesus spoke “as one with authority”. His style from the teaching in the gospels was not to bother 
quoting or referring to other authorities or traditions. In my preaching I often use the phrase “as 
Jesus said…” which I hope in some way backs up everything else I say. 
No, Jesus simply taught what he thought as if the truth of it was self-evident. He didn’t feel the 
need to appeal to anyone else.

Then, our understatement, “A new teaching…” is fleshed out with another comment “…with 
authority.” When Jesus speaks, things happen. There is authority in what he says. The message he 
brings is a message of freedom from the oppression of evil, and when they see that it is not just 
words, but something that has immediate impact in their midst, they identify it as teaching that 
has authority. But, it is also about the way he wields that authority. Part of the episode is clearly a 
challenge from the destructive forces within the man to Jesus presence. There are two possible 
scenarios that immediately spring to mind. The first is that Jesus could retreat from the challenge. 
After all, this is his first sermon. He could explain he was not quite ready for this, and hadn’t 
intended to put anyone at risk. And the story would end then and there.
Or he could respond in kind, destruction for destruction. It is a possible story, giving us a Rambo 
Jesus, all guns, angels and everything else ablazing.

Fight or flight, those are the usual responses we make to confrontations, often letting the 
adrenaline determine which path we will follow without looking for the third way. Jesus concern is 
not so much for the unclean spirit as for the possessed man. After ordering the spirit out, there is 
no more action on the spiritual warfare level, no further wrestling with the demon. His preaching 
is directed at the healing and wholeness, the well being of men and women, and his actions lead to 
that becoming a reality for that man. There is a unity of word and deed, of teaching and action 
and in that unity there is expressed a real authority.

The model of authority that stands up to scrutiny is earned by the wise and compassionate sharing 
of knowledge and power that brings hope, healing and freedom from all that would oppress and 
harm people. It may be that you feel trapped by forces of darkness, in need of healing, searching 
for hope. Hear the word of Jesus to you. Be healed, be whole, be free.

It may also be possible that you have those things yourself and are wondering what to do. Hear 
this word of Jesus to you. Make healthy, build wholeness, bring freedom. And do it not in Jesus 
name, or the church’s name, but because you, like Jesus share, that authority  from God. Use it 
wisely and compassionately as you meet others on the road this week.


