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Sermon for the Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany, January 28, 2018 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year B: Deuteronomy 18:15–20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8:1–13*; Mark 1:21–
28 

 
After being driven by the Spirit to the barren 
wilderness where Jesus would confront Satan, Jesus 
hears that John has been arrested. Then Jesus begins 
to preach, “The time has been fulfilled, and the 
dominion of God has come near!”1 But before he 
begins his ministry of power—his exorcisms and his 
healings, he calls Andrew, Simon, James, and John to 
follow him. Then Jesus and his four disciples head to 
Capernaum. 
 
On the sabbath they go to the synagogue; Jesus 
teaches. But Mark’s narrative story is not about what 
Jesus says in the synagogue, but about the authority of 
Jesus’ words, about how his words cast out the 
unclean spirit—or spirits, plural—who have taken 
over the life of a man, the life of a child of God. 
 
In Mark, Jesus exercises dominion over demons, over 
sickness, and over physical disabilities. But Mark’s 
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Jesus does not exercise dominion over the minds and 
wills of men and women. Andrew, Simon, James, and 
John were free to follow Jesus, or not. In Mark, a rich 
man will kneel before Jesus to ask him what he needed 
to do to inherit eternal life. Mark tells us that Jesus 
looked on him and loved him. Yet the man got up and 
walked away when he heard Jesus’ words to sell his 
goods, give to the poor and to follow him. The man 
got up and walked away.2 Again, in Mark men and 
women remain free to do good or to do wrong. 
 
Sometimes the good brings great fear as well. In Mark, 
on the morning of the resurrection, the good news 
that Jesus has risen only brings fear to the women who 
find the tomb opened and a young man there telling 
them, “He has risen.”3 
 
Evil lives among us still for many reasons. Unbelief, 
fear, greed, sin, and willful ignorance. Yesterday was 
the anniversary of the Soviet Union armies capturing 
Nazi Germany’s concentration camp at Auschwitz in 
1945. Holocaust Memorial Day was in the news. In a 
review I came across yesterday, Professor Tod 
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Linafelt, a professor of biblical literature at 
Georgetown University, posed the question whether 
“the impenetrable darkness of the Holocaust might 
obliterate the hope that Christians have always found 
in Good Friday.”4 
 
My response is that there is no comprehensible, 
understandable, explanation for the reality of true, 
great evil. There is also no excuse not to recognize this 
reality and its power. What philosophers and 
theologians call the “the problem of evil.”5 
 
Most of the time I’m happy to pray, “And lead us not 
into temptation.” But when thinking seriously about 
the reality of evil, I prefer the alternate translation—
the Greek is broad enough for “Save us from the time 
of trial, and deliver us from evil.” The idea of evil is 
more than a temptation; it is a confrontation, a time of 
trial. 
 
One might say that after the wilderness, Satan 
confronts Jesus on Jesus’ home turf, the synagogue, a 
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place of Scripture, teaching, and prayer. The unclean 
spirits in the synagogue at Capernaum know who 
Jesus is, and they say it aloud, “I know who you are—
the holy one of God.”6 
 
You and I know that the Father has spoken from the 
heavens to Jesus, “You are my beloved son.”7 The 
man in—or “among,” or “with”—the unclean spirit 
has revealed that Jesus is “the Holy One of God.”8 
Like others, Andrew, Simon, James, and John are 
amazed. But they do not know who Jesus is. 
 
I’m on my third reading of Joel Marcus’ commentary 
on Mark. Each time I learn a little more. The first two 
times through, I was fascinated to follow Marcus’ take 
on what Marcus reads as a very embattled community 
of Gentile Christians. But I’m not so sure I’m going to 
go there this time through in the same way. We’re in 
the middle of the first chapter of Mark. I find myself 
less interested in the battle with evil and more 
interested in with how most people stop short of 
knowing who Jesus is: the Holy One of God. Another 
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way of putting it: Who are the women and men who 
find faith? 
 
At the end of Mark, when the women go to the tomb 
to anoint Jesus’ body, they expect to find his body. 
They are surprised that the tomb is open. They are 
surprised to find a young man inside who tells them, 
“He has risen.”9 Their responses to the Good News 
were fear and silence. The same responses human 
beings too often have to evil. 
 
I do not think there is a simple way for human beings 
to be on the side of the good when faced with the 
awesome power of evil. It’s a mystery that we 
approach only with humility and compassion—and 
trust in God. Again, I’m going to be looking in Mark 
for more of the Holy One this year and less of the evil 
one. 
 
In today’s gospel, after this confrontation in the 
synagogue, Mark tells us, “And immediately [Jesus’] 
fame spread everywhere.”10 I’d like to go outside Mark 
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to call to our minds words that I hope remain true 
words for on us our own journeys. 
 
At the end of the sixth long chapter in John where 
Jesus feeds the five thousands, walks across the sea, 
and then teaches about the bread of life, and is 
deserted, the evangelist says, “After this many of his 
disciples . . . no longer went about with him. Jesus said 
to the twelve, ‘Do you also wish to go away?’ Simon 
Peter answered . . . ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You 
have the words of eternal life; and we have believed, 
and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of 
God.’ ”11 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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