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"Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer."
I want to share this story with you. A government surveyor asked a farmer for permission to take readings from the farmer's field. The farmer seemed reluctant, so the surveyor showed his papers, which identified him as an agent of the federal government. He explained that, as a federal agent, he had authority to use the field without the farmer's permission. If the farmer obstructed him, he would have to bring in the sheriff. The farmer didn’t appear very happy, but he opened the gate so the surveyor could enter the field. He then closed the gate behind the surveyor. Once inside the field, the surveyor noticed a huge bull at the other end of the field. The bull seemed to be annoyed at the disturbance of his domain, and began to paw the ground. The surveyor called to the farmer to open the gate to let him out, but the farmer just shouted back, "Show him your papers!" The point of the story, of course, is that there is authority ( and then there is authority. The surveyor's papers could compel farmers, but they meant nothing to the bull.

Our gospel reading today is about authority. Jesus went to Capernaum, where he taught in the synagogue on the Sabbath. Mark says: "They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes." The scribes, the experts on the scriptures, tried not to rely on their own authority. They often quoted famous rabbis for their interpretation of scripture, because the famous rabbis gave their applications of Holy Scripture authority.

Though Jesus was most likely influenced by rabbinical teaching as shown in the golden rule, his inspiration and authority came from within, ( from God. He spoke with authority of wisdom and conviction. That astonished people. Who was this Jesus ( this son of Joseph and Mary ( this young man from an insignificant village? People were willing to listen ( willing to encourage a promising young man ( but they were slow to believe him. Was he a Moses ( or a Jim Jones? Nobody knew. Was he going to inspire a great upset for the people of Israel or a mass genocide? For most it would be, (let(s wait and see!(
However, in that synagogue, there was a man with an unclean spirit. Everyone knew him. He was like a ticking time bomb. You never knew what he was going to do next. Sometimes he started screaming ( right in the middle of their corporate worship and liturgical prayers. "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? We know who you are!"

How embarrassing! I can imagine the people of the synagogue cringing in their seats as the crazed man shouted. I can imagine the ushers moving toward him. Perhaps they could calm him! Perhaps they could move him quietly to the back door! I can imagine the people praying, "O dear God, please help us." But Jesus wasn't offended or embarrassed. He turned to the man and said, "Be silent, and come out of him! And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him. The people were amazed. They said, what is this? A new teaching ( with authority! (Jesus) commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him." These people, who did not know what to think of this young radical in their midst suddenly saw Jesus' authority confirmed before their very eyes. Unlike the government surveyor, Jesus' authority was more than words on paper. He spoke ( and the crazed man convulsed and suddenly the craziness was gone. Unlike the surveyor, who could not gentle the raging bull with a word or a touch, Jesus quieted the raging demons with a rebuke. Those who witnessed the miracle were amazed, and began to spread the word about this astonishing young teacher.

When I read this story, I wonder about these people. They were amazed ( and they told people about Jesus ( but I wonder if they were able to take this experience to the next level. Did they begin to give Christ authority over their lives? Did they begin to follow him and to obey him? We don't know. If they did, I am confident that they began to experience his authority and power in their own lives. If not, they missed a great opportunity. The same questions apply to us. Have we given Christ authority over our lives? Have we begun to follow Christ and to obey him? Or have we limited Christ's authority to words on paper? Have we said, "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?"

Christ has the necessary authority to change us, if we let him. He can do for us what a magnet does for iron filings. Have you seen that experiment? Scatter iron filings on a piece of cardboard. You will not find much order or beauty there. But hold a magnet underneath and tap the cardboard. The magnet will rearrange the filings into lovely, graceful lines ( following the course set by the magnet. Christ can do that for us, if we will allow him to exert his authority in our lives. If we will obey him as if our lives depended upon it, our demons will be exercised.

There is an old story about a drunk who gave his life to Christ. He experienced an amazing change as he began to let Christ direct him. His life got better and better, and he began to tell his old friends about Christ. One of them grew weary of listening. He said: "Surely you don't believe that nonsense, miracles, and all that. Do you really believe that Jesus turned water into wine?" The man thought for a moment, and then replied, "I didn't see him turn water into wine. But, in my house, he turned beer into furniture."

But, to turn beer into furniture, Christ needs our undivided attention ( our undivided loyalty ( our true commitment. Christ cannot do much for us, when we love other things more than him ( when we let other magnets pull us ( when we let them twist and distort the beautiful designs that Christ would create from our lives. Someone has said, "A person with one watch knows the time. A person with two watches is never sure. One Lord will save us. Two Lords will tear us apart." Jesus says, "No one can serve two masters; for (you) will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth." (Matthew 6:24)

How can Christ help us when our first allegiance is anyone or anything else? Christ takes it another step. He says: "Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me." (Matthew 10:37) He could have said, "He who loves social status more than me is not worthy of me." Christ wants to be our first authority ( our first allegiance ( the one loyalty we will never compromise.

Here is the gospel message to us today. This is what our cry should be in response to Jesus( authority among us. "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? We know who you are!" Today, look at your life. What makes you tick? What makes you run? What motivates you? What are your demons? Do they center on fear, or alcohol ( or drugs ( or money ( or socially fitting in ( or an unwillingness to change and adapt ( or Christ. Jesus calls us to seek first God's kingdom ( and then he will provide for all our needs. (Matthew 6:33)

For most of us the only authority we are really willing to trust is our own schemes and world view. What a demonic deceptions that is. Try a radical approach. Let Christ exercise you. See if you can experience his authority, instead of your own ( and see if you can experience deliverance you never felt possible. Amen.
