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“…no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up the strong 
man; then indeed the house can be plundered.” 

“Gentle Jesus meek and mild, look upon this little child…” How many of you said this simple prayer as 
a child? I know I did, and with all the “Goblesses” that I could think up any particular night just to keep 
the light on a bit longer. This approach to faith and religion has kept many people feeling safe and se-
cure, comforted and able to trust that all is well with the world. It is part of a much longer hymn by 
Charles Wesley but it became popular in the private piety of Victorian times. It fits well into the picture 
of the model Christian family that society desired. It’s a nice image, but is our faith really about nice-
ness? Does the image match up with the portrait of Jesus that the gospels present us with? 

Certainly the text we have read today doesn’t match that way of looking at Jesus. It’s curious too that 
this text is one that is missed out in the lectionaries if there is a short season of Pentecost – perhaps the 
compilers don’t really know what to do with the text either. What is Jesus claiming with these words? 

Here we are then, three chapters into Mark’s gospel and already Jesus is provoking responses from 
people, his family, the scribes, the crowds, those he was inviting to follow him, those who were coming 
to be healed, and the demons being cast out. The world seems to be being turned upside down. Chaos 
seems to be the order of the day. Jesus is causing more than a scene – he's risking chaos, disorder, the 
authorities believe, by challenging established understandings and long-held beliefs about things like 
the Sabbath, table hospitality, and religious practices. The scribes and teachers are not “bad guys” here: 
they are no doubt sincere in their belief that they have worked hard, studied long, and prayed fervently 
for understandings of God's will that will maintain a kind of order even in violent and brutal times, 
even under the heel of the latest empire to rule over the people of God.  

Then there’s the horror about how Jesus could dismiss so quickly the very people who had loved him all 
of his life, who had raised and nurtured him, providing his physical needs and safety, who could well be 
outside the door because of their concern, not just out of embarrassment or doubt in what he was about. 
In that culture and time, even more than in our own, with our "family values" narrative so worn-out in 
the political arena today, family was central to one's identity and security. Family was what determined 
who you are. Even the villagers knew who Jesus was – through his family. His actions emphasised his 
“madness”, which heightened the shame on his family, diminished their place in the community. Family 
was one of the pillars that held society together and his words seem to shake that utterly. 

Jesus confronts the confusion and suspicions among everyday people as well as the religious authorities 
raised by his audacity to “forgive sins.”  They conclude that he is either “crazy” or “a disciple of “Satan!” 
They understand evil – what they are incredulous about is that “forgiveness” is announced by someone 
who seems so eager to confer it on anyone! After all, they are descendants of the faithless children of 
Israel and we are all the descendants of the first man and woman who disobeyed God and ruptured that 
pristine relationship. Evil makes sense; “forgiveness”—unexpected, unmerited, and always with so much 
“grace” that just keeps getting “extended” to “more and more people”—is what they cannot grasp. 

A just God is “reasonable;” a just God makes “sense;” but a God who is always eager to supply more 
forgiveness, more grace than we ever imagined was possible, is a kind of “madness.”   But it is a “mad-
ness” that allows the world to get back up, start over,  find hope, move on, begin something new.  The 
accusation against Jesus was that he was either “crazy” or in league with “Satan.”  The cause for this re-
action was his audacity to announce – sins are being forgiven!  And to warn that to reject such grace 
would be “unpardonable!” 



At the heart of the Biblical witness is an irruption, an upsurge, a certain madness or craziness; Jesus af-
firms boldly that God forgives freely, eagerly and always excessively.  This is what keeps the world “un-
settled” and open to “what exceeds it.” That is what the scribes cannot abide. 

That’s what is behind this parable too. Jesus portrays himself as the one who is able to bind the strong 
man – hardly a gentle or meek image. Rather it is one of overthrow, of usurping, of violence. Violence 
against what though? 

Jewish thought recognised a kingdom of Satan as well as a kingdom of God. The activity of the demons 
under their prince described the evil state of humanity, physical as well as spiritual. It was they who 
caused disease, who tempted people to sin and who corrupted the world. Yet the Jews never relin-
quished their monotheism. However great might seem the power of Satan, they never doubted that 
there was One mightier, and that the day would come when “His kingdom shall appear throughout all 
his creation, And Satan shall be no more, And sorrow shall depart with him.’ 

For Jesus, his healing powers were evidence of the dawn of that day. He pours scorn on the charge of 
expelling the agents of evil by the aid of the agents of evil. If the charge were to be true, then his work 
still heralds the end of the kingdom of Satan, for “if a kingdom be divided against itself, that kingdom 
cannot stand”. If it is untrue, “then the kingdom of God has come upon you”. That the latter statement 
is the correct one is the point of the parable. If the strong man is robbed, he must first have been bound. 
Satan is already impotent. Jesus has bound the strong man! 

Is this then what Jesus is talking about when he says that disturbing thing about the one and only sin 
that won't be forgiven? That sin against the Holy Spirit is unforgivable because it rejects the very bring-
er of God's healing and forgiveness, so anyone who worries about whether they have committed it is, in 
fact, innocent of it. Only those who set themselves against forgiveness are excluded from it. Contrast 
the fixed position of the scribes, with the humbler, more open attitude of those who know they are 
broken and in need of forgiveness, for the religious experts' certainty comes from neither of weakness 
nor  honest seeking. Since they leave no opening for God, they cannot conceive of being mistaken in 
their judgment. They are to be sharply distinguished from those who struggle with doubts and who are 
not able to put all the pieces of life together in a neat solution to the puzzle. The great sin, then, was the 
failure to see goodness for what it is, and evil for what it is, and to recognise, to acknowledge the differ-
ence. No wonder Jesus was angry. And yet what may be missed is the remarkable expansiveness of 
God's mercy that Jesus describes in that verse 28, about all sins being forgiven. 

But this thinking is not just thinking of time past. Rob Bell, an evangelical pastor in the States, has 
caused a real storm with his book “Love Wins: A Book About Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every 
Person Who Ever Lived.” In it he recognises that millions of Christians have struggled with how to 
reconcile God's love and God's judgment: Has God created billions of people over thousands of years 
only to select a few to go to heaven and everyone else to suffer forever in hell? Is this acceptable to 
God? How is this “good news?”  Troubling questions – so troubling that many have lost their faith be-
cause of them. Others only whisper the questions to themselves, fearing or being taught that they might 
lose their faith and their church if they ask them out loud. But what if these questions trouble for good 
reason? What if the story of heaven and hell we have been taught is not, in fact, what the Bible teaches? 
What if what Jesus meant by “heaven,” “hell,” and “salvation” are very different from how we have come 
to understand them? His critics have decried even the voicing of the questions let alone his answers to 
these questions. 

What we discover is that the "good news" is much, much better than we ever imagined, but to grasp 
that we also have to grasp that the pillars of family, tradition, religious doctrine might just need to be 
challenged as the bedrock of an open, gracious society. All because “Love Wins,” and we can’t have that 
can we? Or is that the real sin against the Holy Spirit? 

The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


