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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, “They were astonished at his teaching, for he taught them 
as one who had authority.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 It would certainly be labeled “personally relevant” to read 

our text and preach that “Jesus saves you from your personal 

demons;” and, the analogies to your life’s problems having been 

made, the parishioner will go home confident that he/she will be 

finally be able to free himself from that ensnaring web of 

alcohol/drugs/pornography, or perhaps free himself from tempting 

fetish for chocolate or that difficulty he’s had forgiving others, or 

perhaps feeling empowered against those evils he sees before him 

like censorship, concerns of climate change, or powers and 

principalities of the opposing political party. If that’s how you read 

this text – that Jesus will free you from your demons and grant you 

your best life now – I’m afraid you’ve seriously misunderstood this 

text.  But, if we dig deeper into the text, deeper than simply using 

the ‘demons’ as an analogy for anything that troubles you, then we 

might appreciate the purpose of it being recorded in Holy Scripture… 

and perhaps our preaching will even come back around to some of 

these things listed above. 
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 First, recall that the purpose of Scripture and of the season of 

Epiphany is not to reveal how God is going to make you feel better. 

The point of Scripture (and this season of Epiphany) is to reveal to 

you the Lord’s Christ – the long expected and anticipated One whose 

God-given purpose and promise is to save His people from the Fall 

and its resulting horrors! Thus, we should not read this text by 

searching for “my place” in the words as much as we should ask 

what it tells us of Christ Jesus. 

 Thus, you ought immediately have a heightened appreciation 

of the demons’ confession: “We know who you are, the Holy One of 

God.” Yes, the Holy One of God who, they confess, has power to 

destroy them.  

But, our Savior is more than a mythological destroyer of evil, 

like the Avengers and Zeus and Thor and Superman… and so the 

demons’ confession – as much as we ought learn from it that even 

the demons must confess Jesus for who He truly is – that confession 

also begs for more unpacking of this Christ. 

We can further meditate upon two additional phrases in the 

text: first, that Jesus’ hearers “were astonished at his teaching.” 

Notice, they are described that way even before the demons’ confess 

Jesus to be the Christ of God. Yes, “astonished at his teaching.” Mark 

uses this description of the people’s astonishment five times 

throughout his short Gospel. Here, in chapter 1, those of Capernaum 

are astonished; in chapter 6, the hearers in Nazareth are astonished; 
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in chapter 7, it’s the hearers in the Decapolis; in chapter 10, it’s the 

core group of disciples themselves; in chapter 11, the hearers in the 

temple. Everywhere Jesus goes, everywhere he preaches, his hearers 

are astonished at his teaching. Why?  

Because his teaching had authority and, on account of that 

authority, was a teaching unlike that of the scribes. Well, what does 

that mean? The scribes certainly were knowledgeable in the 

Scriptures and taught with an authority of, if you will, reputation and 

status. But, Jesus teaches with an authority of ownership and the 

‘right to reign.’ He owns and handles the Word of God as if it is His 

(because it is!)… not as if he was a mere messenger and interpreter 

of the Word, such as the scribes were, but as the author and source 

and giver (and, honestly, main subject) of that Word.  

Thus, the crowds throughout Mark’s gospel see Jesus’ 

authority not merely in shows of divine power, but they even 

attribute (and rightly so) his miracles to the authority of his teaching. 

Notice that in our text: “A new teaching with authority,” they say. 

“He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” He 

didn’t throw them out by a show of force, like watching some action 

movie of superheroes clearing Gotham City. He spoke His Word of 

Truth, and through the divine reign of that Holy Word, even the 

demons must submit. Indeed, later in the gospel – in chapter 6: 

hearers are astonished at His Word over the waves; in chapter 7, His 

Word over deafness; in chapter 10, His Word over the narrow door 



  4 

                                                                   4 

of salvation; in chapter 11, His Word over the defense of the Temple 

as the house of God. 

Thus, we must always hear that the people’s astonishment is 

at not only the sights of miracles being performed, but at the 

authority of His Word that – by the divine right to reign – He speaks 

over each situation, including the taming of the demonic.  

And that brings us back to how we understand the demons 

of the text. You see, when we make the demons an analogy for all of 

our life’s problems, we trivialize the true spiritual warfare between 

light and darkness, between God and Satan, between the host of 

heaven and the legions of hell, between the legions uprising and 

Christ’s silencing of that uprising by the authority of His Word. And, 

when we get used to saying “our demons” include chocolate 

fetishes, we downplay our urgent need for protection from the evil 

one and from all those spiritual forces that seek to harm the Church, 

that spiritual darkness the Church is defended from by the Word of 

Truth, especially as that Word of Truth become flesh in the person of 

Christ Jesus. 

In other words, you ought not so trivially attribute your own 

foibles to the demons, for by so doing you forget that there truly are 

demons who will most readily weaponize your weaknesses against 

you. We pray that the Lord defend us from our sinful flesh, but – as 

the oft-used phrase actually progresses in order – it’s “the devil, the 

world, and our sinful flesh.” Yes, our sinful self is a bad enough 
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enemy… so that St Paul cries, “Who will save me from this wretched 

man that I am?”… but, that most intimate enemy of ours is only 

emboldened by the spiritual darkness of the fallen world as utilized 

and weaponized by the devil and his minions. And yet, if we trivialize 

their reality, do we not also trivialize the dangers of the world! – 

attributing it to merely socio-political philosophy with whom one 

person may agree, another disagree, but no one is right and no one 

is wrong and there’s no authoritative Word, because it’s all just 

opinion because the secular world knows nothing of, cares nothing 

of, and is immune from being weapons of, spiritual darkness?  

But that’s not so at all. Real demons, the truly demonic make 

their presence known through real-life problems, and they oppress 

and afflict the faithful, and even suppress and possess the unfaithful. 

Our text says that a man entered the synagogue, but Jesus spoke not 

to him, but to the demon within, rebuking him, saying, “Be silent, 

and come out of him (come out of the man.)” Are we to say that 

because a man was involved it wasn’t therefore powers of spiritual 

darkness at war with Christ and endangering the hearing of and 

challenging the authority of and focus upon His Word? Not remotely! 

Likewise, you ought not be so “enlightened” in your western 

thought that assumes the problems of this world are all philosophical 

problems that man will eventually figure out if he just debates 

through them patiently enough. Life is full of real problems of 

spiritual warfare, dogmas of spiritual darkness, seeking to entice you 
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into calling evil “good,” accuse you over the depravity of your own 

sinful flesh, to bring you to despair over your own sinful flesh, to 

convince you that you are eternally separated from Christ because of 

your own sinful flesh… or that you cannot rely on spiritual Christ for 

matters of the flesh… or that (Christ being Christ) he’s so merciful 

and loving that he doesn’t care if you continue on in your own sinful 

flesh. 

 The demons are real – “deliver us from evil,” we are taught 

to pray, and the Greek could equally be translated in the masculine, 

“deliver us from the evil one,” (though perhaps better translated in 

the neuter “deliver us from (all) evil,” for I don’t need the devil to 

make me evil: I’ve got enough evil within to perpetuate the Fall all by 

myself) – nevertheless, the demonic is real: “We wrestle not with 

flesh and blood, but with powers and principalities of darkness” the 

apostle reminds us – that’s the underlying warfare (even if 

sometimes through the means of flesh and blood!). And, as the 

demonic is real, the devil and his minions – the Scriptures say – use 

your sinful self and the world around you to harass you into despair. 

They employ false doctrine within the Church as well as societal sins 

and governing waywardness from without the Church to distract you 

and separate you from that authoritative Word of Truth. And you 

ought make no mistake that the demonic is at work in daily life, even 

if behind the scenes and using flesh and blood as their marionettes 

…so that it truly is demonic to (for example) codify abortion – the 
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destruction of our children – as a lasting fixture and pillar of our 

society and champion such evil as the supposed enlightened virtue of 

women’s rights in America (an otherwise noble pursuit, but not 

attached to abortion). And it is truly evil to celebrate the sins of 

divorce and adultery and premarital sex and LGBTQ – all equally the 

confusion and denial of God’s good order of creation and the sexes 

and holy matrimony – what evil to champion it all as the supposed 

beauty of “the freedom of sexual expression”  and the supposed 

evolution of humanity and the ‘civil rights issue of our time.’ And it 

truly is evil – the temptation of demons – to idolize alcohol and 

pornography (and even chocolate) and anything that (even if only 

privately and momentarily) dethrones God Almighty in our hearts. 

And it truly is evil to enable a culture of censorship that subtly seeks 

to swallow up the Church and silence the Gospel. It’s all demonic… 

not necessarily meaning “demon-possession”, but meaning a false 

gospel promulgated by the demons in the spiritual warfare by which 

they utilize and weaponize the world and your sinful flesh to entice 

you, distract you, deter you from the authoritative Word of Truth. 

 But Jesus has authority over all these things, that all hearers 

might be astonished by the boldness and fortitude of his teachings in 

the face of a world that hates His Word of Truth. He says to the 

demons, “Be silent” (literally, “be muzzled, and come out of him,”) 

and the world rages at such intolerance toward its sin; but it rages 
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specifically because it is astonished by and fears the authority with 

which Christ speaks.  

After all, he speaks not merely to ‘control’ the world, but to 

save it. He speaks because he has a better Gospel than this gospel of 

lies the demons disseminate. His Gospel is one not of your fleshly 

depravity, but of your flesh-and-blood salvation. Not of your 

temporal despair and victimization, but of your eternal delight and 

victory. 

His is a Gospel that says, “You need not idolize these 

demonic evils, nor be defined by them, as if they are lords over you, 

for I have purchased you, I have redeemed you, I have laid down my 

life for you… that you might not wither away in despair but stand 

and grow up in and rejoice over the new life of forgiveness and 

eternal inheritance I have prepared for you.”  

Indeed, that’s what it means that “he taught with authority.”  

Who but Christ Jesus has proven authority over the grave and thus 

can speak with authority to deliver on promises over sin, death, and 

the power of the devil? Who but Christ Jesus has authority not only 

to say that you will have eternal salvation, but also to accomplish it 

on the cross and showcase it in his own resurrection and freely give 

it in the Sacraments? Who but Christ Jesus has authority to speak 

God’s old Covenant with man ‘out of existence’ and to actually 

replace it with a new and everlasting Covenant of His Word of Truth, 

a covenant sealed by His own sacrificial death as the testator?  
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 Friends, be not so quick to deny the reality of the demonic, 

the reality of the powers and principalities of spiritual darkness in 

our daily lives. After all, would you so quickly deny the spiritual light 

of: your faith? Is faith man-made or is it given as a spiritual gift? 

Jesus says to Peter, “Blessed are you, for flesh and blood has not 

revealed this to you but my Father who is in heaven.” Faith is not 

created by the improving of your sinful self, but by the gift of 

spiritual life – by being born from above and being given the Holy 

Spirit who preaches to our hearts the Holy One of God.  

But, if spiritual “good” is our daily life’s foundation, then isn’t 

the spiritual darkness our daily life’s temptation? We need not 

allegorize the term “demons” to refer merely to our own self-

indulgence or hopes for self-improvement (terms like “sinfully 

delicious” and self-help programs to “be rid of my inner demons”)… 

we need not, indeed ought not, downplay the spiritual dangers that 

threaten us personally, threaten the Church in this world, and 

threaten our access to the Word of Truth.  

Hasn’t the Holy Spirit himself warned us of this great danger? 

The epistle says, “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times 

some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful 

spirits and teachings of demons.” Are those teachings just the ones 

that are so outlandish and obviously unchristian that all faithful know 

to stay away? Or, are they far more likely the subtle but ever-present 

teachings that lead you into daily temptation, that encourage you to 



  10 

                                                                   10 

interpret their lies as having nothing to do with spiritual life anyway, 

that cloak themselves in the same old nightly news or even 

normalize it all in socio-political matters of government… even ask 

for you to advocate it with your vote!  

Wherever they may be found (and it’s not too hard to locate 

them), they always have one common underlying theme: to separate 

you from dependence upon the good order of the holy God and His 

love for you in Christ Jesus. And – if they can’t control you in body, 

mind, and spirit – at least they can attack and afflict you and make 

life miserable for you until you cry “uncle” and renounce your faith in 

Christ’s Word. 

 But Jesus’ teaching that astonishes them should always 

comfort you. The folly of the cross is far more powerful and 

authoritative in all of eternity so that it even tames hell itself and 

calls the demons into submission and cancels the debt of your sin 

and shares with you the authority (meaning “the right to reign”) as 

baptized beloved… as the gospel of John declares, “To all who 

believed on his name he gave the authority to become children of 

God.” Children of God, forever defended by their adoptive Brother, 

the Holy One of God, who laid down His life for you and to this day 

forgives, guides, leads, and defends you with the authoritative 

teaching of His Holy Word.  

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 



  11 

                                                                   11 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 31, 2021 


