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Gospel: Mark 1:21-28 

21Jesus and his disciples went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered 

the synagogue and taught. 22They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them 

as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 23Just then there was in their 

synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24and he cried out, “What have you to do with 

us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy 

One of God.” 25But Jesus rebuked the spirit, saying, “Be silent, and come out of 

him!” 26And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of 

the man. 27They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, ‘What is this? 

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

him.’ 28At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee. 

 

Some Biblical/Theological insights: 

Within a space of 12 verses Jesus has been baptized by John (vv. 9-11), been 

tempted by Satan (vv.12-13), begun preaching (vv.14-15), and called his disciples 

(vv.16-20). Now Mark intends for the reader to pay particular attention to the details of 

Jesus' first act of ministry: an exorcism.  The laws prohibiting work on the sabbath 

carry deep meaning for many people of faith, and yet on this sabbath Jesus rebukes 

an unclean spirit and frees a man. Jesus chooses to care for the man and to free him, 

rather than worry over the details of the law. 

 

When Jesus speaks, evil flees. The Gospel of Mark describes Jesus as speaking with 

divine authority; his words have the power to replace the reign of evil with the kingdom 

of God. Those who encountered Jesus were sometimes quite surprised by his ability to 

take old teachings and make them come alive with new relevancy. Real authority is 

able to cut through the red tape and get things done. In Mark’s view, the scribes’ 

teaching is “demonic” because it does not liberate, but oppresses and enslaves 

people. A liberating act was needed and Jesus did it!  Jesus, through his authority over 

sin, death, and the power of the devil, has done exactly that. He has swept away every 

impediment and given us the gifts of forgiveness, wholeness, and the promise of 

everlasting life with him.  The risen Christ gives his Holy Spirit to conquer the power of 

all unclean spirits of the world. This miracle attests to Christ’s divine authority. Filled 



with the Holy Spirit, we too are able to recognize Jesus as the Holy One of God and 

confront the demons of the day. 

 

In the New Testament, Jesus heals persons afflicted with an unclean spirit. In some 

narratives, the person is described as physically, mentally, or emotionally ill. But the 

gospels always mean more than a first-century medical diagnosis. The Holy Spirit 

comes then and now to replace the might of evil with the power of God.  In the 

Bible, holy means not sinless, but set apart, sanctified, whole, filled with the power of 

God.  Not only in the time of the prophets/Jesus, but still today people hope for 

a prophet, someone who will speak truth, whose words can conquer evil by the very 

power of divine authority. We see this archetypal hope for example in films when 

magical words spoken by the good guys are able to obliterate what is wicked and 

hateful. In the Bible, a prophet is not primarily a seer who foretells the future, but 

someone who is inspired to know truth from falsehood and who speaks honestly about 

the outcomes of ignoring such a word of God. 

 

Jesus’ teaching ministry starts in Capernaum, on the Sabbath day, in the synagogue. 

Jesus’ exorcism represents a demonstration of authority, and Mark distinguishes that 

authority from the scribes’. (By the way, Mark refers here to acquired honor, the honor 

that is gained actively through social interaction).  The main activity of scribes was 

teaching. It consisted of an exposition of the Law or the Prophets with relevant 

implications for the present. Jesus is showing more authority than them. As Mark 

describes it, he is not presenting a new teaching but is giving an interpretation that 

proved to be more relevant, more current, more freeing. 

The passage can be structured loosely as follows: 

a. Jesus comes into the synagogue (21) 

b. Jesus teaches with authority and is acknowledged with amazement by those 

present (22) 

c. A man with an unclean spirit cries out (23-24) 

d. Jesus heals the demoniac (25) 

c’. The unclean spirit cries out and leaves the man (26) 

b’. People acknowledge Jesus’ authority with amazement (27-28) 

a’. Jesus leaves the synagogue (29) 



The center of the structure, d, shows where the main emphasis resides; it is in the 

exorcism. The rest of the passage is constructed around it in a rhetorical parallelism. It 

shows an intentional structure, perhaps already present at the oral stage of the 

tradition and later put into writing in order to facilitate its memorization and 

transmission. 

 

The Jewish Annotated New Testament suggests at this point that the expression Holy 

One of God—applied to Elisha in 2 Kings 4:9, and opposite to unclean spirit—means 

that Jesus, like Elisha, “would restore the correct boundary between the demonic realm 

of death and the world of life created by God.” It is not to be taken as a messianic title, 

as suggested by the capitalization of “Holy One” (which is not marked as such in the 

Greek text), but wrongly assumed by the translators. The expression refers to Jesus as 

belonging to God, being pure and separated from impurity, and thus contrasting 

sharply with the unclean spirits.  

 

Jesus’ command to the demons to be silent has to do with the fact that he does not 

want them to name him, since in that culture the one doing the naming had more 

authority than the one being named (see Adam naming the animals in Genesis 2:19-

20). The order to come out of him has eschatological connotations; if the time has 

been fulfilled and the domain of God has come near, that means God’s enemies are 

being shown to be defeated, and that, “Satan’s rule over the world,” is shown to be a 

lie.   

 

Mark lingers on the exorcism. This act of controlling the demons is even more 

important than the teaching. Again, this is an indication of Mark's intention: Jesus is a 

man of action. God's revelation is revealed not in an interpretation of the text alone but 

in deeds of transformative power. 

 

The demons talked about are those who possess us as a community, as a nation, and 

as members of the human race. They are intent on destroying us, and we need to cast 

them out. How? First, we have to name them. Second, we have to pray as Jesus did in 

Mark 9:29 when he exorcized the boy with a spirit.  Naming the demons is a way to 

recognize that they exist. We start with the big one, Unbelief: losing one’s faith in God, 

in life as a sacred force, and in our fellow human beings. It is the feeling that nothing 

can be done to solve our problems. Then, springing from this one, come the others: 



homophobia, racism, sexism, classism, religious & ideological intolerance, violence at 

home and at school, poverty, militarism, terrorism, war, greed, extreme individualism, 

globalization, out-of-control capitalism, media-infused fear that leads to paranoia, and 

governmental manipulation of information. To name just a few. Unless we name the 

demons, they will name us; they will control us and destroy us. But it takes courage to 

do so, for it will make us unpopular. Praying then centers us, summons God’s 

presence and guides us to the actions we need to take.  

 

Praying is not a pious resignation to God’s will, or an exercise that puts our minds at 

ease, but rather, using Ched Myers’ words, that “intensely personal struggle within 

each disciple, and among us collectively, to resist the despair and distractions that 

cause us to practice unbelief, to abandon or avoid the way of Jesus.” In other words, it 

is the struggle to believe that change can really happen. A better world is possible. 

 

Capernaum was an important first-century city at the northern end of the Sea of 

Galilee. It was the center of the Galilean fishing industry and the probable home of 

several of Jesus' fisherman disciples. Capernaum was garrisoned by a detachment of 

Roman soldiers. By piecing together various accounts in the synoptic gospels, one can 

argue that the synagogue in which Jesus preaches was built by the sympathetic 

centurion mentioned in Matthew 8 and Luke 7. In 1981, excavations unearthed the 

foundations of a first-century synagogue, which gives historical weight to this scene in 

Mark. 

 

The worship service of the Jewish community of the first century consisted of praisings 

and blessings, prayers, the reading of the Law and the Prophets, accompanied by an 

exposition of the lesson. Since there was no ordained clergy at that time, it would not 

have been unusual to invite an adult male Israelite to preach. None of the gospels offer 

any description of Jesus' formal training or background. However, that Jesus was 

allowed to speak in the synagogue indicates that he probably was invited to present a 

homily on the text, which in turn suggests that he was known in the area as a man 

skilled in Torah interpretation. 

 

Scribes in this passage in Mark should be understood in its broadest sense of all those 

who are professional interpreters of Torah. The interpretations of the professional 

scholars became part of the "tradition" of the elders that sought to proscribe faithful 

living in every circumstance. Jesus, in contrast, seems to give witness to the present 

initiative of God to act in a new way. With the coming of Jesus, the moment of the 



overthrow of the demonic has arrived. 

 

Mark offers no synopsis of what Jesus said in his homily. However, he does describe 

the confrontation of Jesus and the man with the unclean spirit. That a man with an 

unclean spirit would wander into a synagogue is no doubt an intended dig into Judaism 

and its cleanliness laws. Being unclean would certainly prohibit one from being part of 

the congregation in the first place.  It is probable, therefore, that Mark sets the scene in 

this way in order to suggest that just as the Jews do not recognize who Jesus is, 

neither do they recognize an unclean spirit when one is in their midst. In short, to Mark, 

Judaism has lost its ability to speak with authority and to act with power. Jesus does 

both, and hence the Gospel and its present power to act supersedes the Torah and its 

tradition to explain. The audience echoes this, recognizing Jesus has a "new teaching" 

and that even unclean spirits listen & obey (v. 27). 

 

That the unclean spirit recognizes who Jesus is ("the Holy One of God" v. 24) is 

another indication of the obtuseness of Judaism, according to Mark. What is of 

particular importance is that the unclean spirit(s) understands immediately that Jesus' 

presence alone is of danger to them. Before Jesus casts out the unclean spirit(s), the 

prescient question has already been asked: "Have you come to destroy us?" (v. 24).  

It was common in exorcism to name the spirit in order to control it. The unclean spirit 

seeks to control Jesus by naming him. However, the power of the Almighty is 

irresistible, and Jesus simply tells the demon to "shut up!" There is no formula here, 

just power. Scholars have studied the technique of exorcists in the Jewish and 

Hellenistic literature. Common in these tales are details of magical manipulation of the 

unclean spirit. By contrast, Jesus speaks and the demon obeys. 

 

The news of this exorcism and the report of Jesus, the man with a new teaching and 

with unsurpassable power, spreads though the countryside, and Jesus goes forth to 

preach and to heal. The die has been cast on the demonic powers. The confrontations 

with the religious authorities have begun. Mark's drama that will conclude with the 

empty tomb is now in full swing. 

(Thanks to WorkingPreacher.org; SundaysandSeasons.com; Homileticsonline.com) 

Some Practical LIFE – (Living In Faith Everyday) insights/practices: 

A) ‘Demons’ (those forces acting to usher evil into reality) continue today.  The 

quickness to anger, the retaliation for a traffic mistake, the abuse/taunting or 

humor at another’s expense, the riots that are beyond peaceful civil unrest, the 

falsehoods that masquerade as truth, the “spin” of manipulation in sales/politics 



or transactions, the bullies in schools and the passive cowards that say its not my 

problem—don’t get involved, the passive/aggressive way of fighting that pretends 

to be holding it all together to not explode, the yelling/screaming/name-calling 

often in family fights, etc.  Can you name some “demons” you’ve seen in your 

family, own soul, among neighbors, in traffic, in politics, among nations? 

B) The authority with which Jesus speaks is authentic, powerful, relevant and 

present.  That same power (from the Holy Spirit) is available to us also when we 

speak, think, feel, and act with authenticity, full presence, deep wisdom and 

current relevance.  Have you seen this in action? From whom? In what 

circumstances? How do you think they developed that quality/ability to be so 

powerfully present and express such a perspective that is recognized in its 

authority?  What makes you think or feel you are different from them or can’t 

develop this quality? How can you remove this obstacle and get growing?! 

C) “Demons” will do everything possible to put obstacles in your path of bringing 

them back to health, perspective, peace, hope, etc.  They will try to turn you 

inside out, gaslighting you (making you question yourself and reality), being 

technical (well you didn’t say specifically…..!), twisting meanings/words, etc. 

(Many parents/spouses describe this as part of the teen years or the Dr Jekyl/Mr 

Hyde personality or BiPolar nature of someone)  Jesus response is to tell them to 

“shut Up.” Don’t engage, don’t buy in or wrestle in this.  Jesus just acts.  He acts 

with purpose and moves the situation toward what he knows to be “right.” (that 

which is freed up, healed, whole, hopeful) What might this have to say to us 

about engaging when these demons show up in our family? How might we start 

thinking/acting this way to confront them?  What does this mean for us as we 

listen to people possessed of thinking various conspiracy theories are true or the 

worst of other’s motives are always active? Is this true? Can we name this 

demon for what it is and respond in some appropriate way without engaging in 

fruitless activity? 

D) Freedom starts with moving from that which binds us.  What is 

binding/possessing you today? And what, with God’s help and power, do you 

need to do about it? 


