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Control. Sway. Influence. These are each a synonym for authority.  

And boy, don’t we see authority and influence coming up in many of our 

texts today.  

In our text from Mark, Jesus has entered the synagogue in Capernaum and 

started to teach. His teaching goes above and beyond the usual 

explanations of the Law or the Prophets that are normally the fare of the 

Scribes. Instead, by offering a more relevant interpretation, Jesus is 

speaking as one with authority, and those who are listening to him are 

amazed. Suddenly, a man bursts into the synagogue, interrupting Jesus’ 

teaching. This man is severely afflicted by an unclean spirit.  Immediately 

the man cries out, asking “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.”  

Rather than trying to avoid a scene by having the man escorted out of the 

synagogue, Jesus acts to heal him. In view of everyone, the unclean spirit 

leaves the man. Understandably, this gets the attention of the crowd and 

they echo their amazement at Jesus’ authority. It’s worth noting here that 

the first thing Jesus says to the unclean spirit is “be silent!” One 

commentator points out that Jesus doesn’t want the demons to name him, 

since the one who does the naming has more authority than the one being 

named. This calls to mind the portion of the creation story in Genesis 2 in 

which God has Adam name all the animals.1 

In today’s text from Deuteronomy, we consider what a prophet looks like. 

More specifically, a prophet like Moses. One who is a law-giver, who helps 

to liberate people, one who speaks the words God commands to be spoken, 

one who will be held accountable for what they say. It’s made clear that 

those to whom the prophet speaks have a responsibility to heed what is 

said. The prophet also has quite a responsibility – to wield authority with 
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great care. Any act of putting words in God’s mouth or representing other 

gods will have dire consequences.  

And in the text from First Corinthians, we find Paul responding to significant 

questions that have arisen in the community about whether or not it is 

acceptable to eat meat that has been sacrificed to idols.  Paul argues that 

just because many people in the early church understand there is only one 

God, thus meaning that meat sacrificed to idols is okay to eat, doesn’t mean 

that everyone has that same understanding. Paul goes on to explain that 

out of love for neighbor, we have a responsibility to use our authority 

(whether real or perceived) wisely. If we speak and act in ways that can lead 

to trouble for others (in this case, new believers), we become stumbling 

blocks for them. And here’s your bonus Greek lesson for the day: the word 

translated as “stumbling block” is proskomma, which has as a synonym the 

word skandalon, which is the root word we get “scandal” from. In the Bible, 

a stumbling block, or scandal, (as explained by Wikipedia) is metaphor for a 

behavior or attitude that leads another to sin or to destructive behavior.  

Now, that’s all fine and good, you may be saying, but in our current day, we 

aren’t exactly performing exorcisms and arguing over whether or not it’s 

permissible to eat “sacrificial meat.” Well, maybe not, but that doesn’t mean 

we can’t glean insight from these texts. 

You see, as followers of Jesus, as people of faith, we often end up having 

authority of sorts in the eyes of others. We have responsibilities – to speak 

and act with caution, so as not to become stumbling blocks to others or 

even cause a scandal! We re-present Christ to the world, and that is not 

something to be taken lightly.  

Today, we run the risk of becoming stumbling blocks to others when we 

neglect to acknowledge the things that can bring destruction and chaos in 

the world around us. We need to use our ability to name the demons, the 

powers that will otherwise control us. These are things like racism, 

homophobia, intolerance, poverty, hyper-individualism, and so many more. 

Naming these powers can become tricky, however.  When we speak up, 

when we use our prophetic voices, we aren’t always well-received. 

Speaking the truth will not win us many popularity contests. Many people 
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and institutions feel threatened by any voice that might disrupt the status 

quo.  

 Another form of scandalous behavior involves practicing our faith only in 

ways that are convenient for us. Using our prophetic privilege to attack 

others or for self-promotion leads to negative outcomes. Remember what 

we heard in Deuteronomy about the consequence of prophets speaking 

falsely? A few months ago, a Twitter user wrote something quite thought-

provoking. She said, “I can’t believe I grew up thinking using God’s name in 

vain was saying ‘oh my God’ and not using God to manipulate people and 

advance your own personal agenda…”  

In the same way, when we don’t speak up against the powers of this world, 

it can seem to others that we tacitly endorse them. Failure to renounce the 

types of unclean spirits that are so pervasive these days is neglecting our 

very real responsibility and a misuse of our authority. 

May we be ever vigilant of the ways our lives touch others. Do you 

remember the childhood saying, “sticks and stones may break my bones, 

but words will never hurt me?” That well-intended little ditty was meant to 

encourage youngsters who found themselves being taunted or teased by 

others, but in reality, it falls way short.  Words can and do hurt. When we 

are mindful of how we speak and act, we actively live out our baptismal 

identity. We call out the demons that attempt to possess us and our world. 

Let us not scandalize others, rather, let us boldly and with great courage 

serve as living examples of God’s grace-filled love for the world. Amen.  

 

 


