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SERMON: “WHAT IS THIS?” 
TEXTS:   OLD TESTAMENT PSALM 111 
    NEW TESTAMENT MARK 1:21-28 
 
January 28, 2024                                                                                     Dr. Dave Kivett 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
I have called the Cedar Valley home for nine years now 
     I’ve noticed a few changes … in me.  I think my blood has actually thickened 
     It was in the 20’s the other day and it felt kind of warm to me 
 And, this change is big (for me at least).  I’ve started mixing my sweet tea 
 with unsweetened.  The sweet tea at some place is just too sweet 
 
I won’t name the place.  But there is one place in town (a fast food place) 
     whose sweet tea is so sweet it is a shock to the system.  It jolts you. 
     I felt it in my teeth and it sent a shiver down my spine 
 
Yes, reading and praying over this passage from Mark’s gospel got me thinking  
     about being jolted, shocked.  No, I don’t mean shocked as in surprised. 
     I knew the sweet tea was going to be sweet.  I wanted it sweet 
 I mean shocked as in jolted, challenged, confronted even 
 I mean jolted by Jesus … or to use the biblical word - rebuked 
 
I’m introducing this by talking about something being too sweet  
     because I think that is what we have done with Jesus of Nazareth 
     We’ve added too much sweetener to Jesus, so much so that we’d be 
 shocked (as in surprised) if he were to shock as in jolt or confront us 
 Jesus wouldn’t do such a thing … would he? 
 
The Jesus presented here in Mark’s gospel isn’t that tame, isn’t that sweet 
     Jesus announces that the kingdom of God has come near 
     He calls on people to repent and believe.  He calls people to follow 
 And then he calls out an unclean spirit.  It happens while he is teaching 
 

They went to Capernaum, and when the Sabbath came, he entered   
the synagogue and taught.  They were astounded at his teaching,  
for he taught them as one having authority and not as the scribes.  
Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit,  
and 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.”  But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be quiet and come out of him!” 
And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice,  
came out of him.  

  
That sounds confrontational.  Yes, the man with the unclean spirit started it 
    But Jesus doesn’t exactly walk him out of the room quietly.  He rebukes him   
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REBUKE & RESTORE 
 
Last week we talked about repentance, changing course  
     and following Jesus’ directions.  This week let’s talk about rebuking 
     Who’s ready for a sermon on rebuking?  Been waiting for one, right? 
      
Rebuke.  It is not a word we hear much outside church.  What is a rebuke? 
     I’ll tell you what it is not.  A rebuke is not a zinger, a one liner, a put down. 
      
Perhaps you’ve had some conversations – on social media, maybe a late night email 
     or text with some bold or all caps or some emojis that made sense at the time 
 You were quite clear about how right you were and still are 
 how wrong they were and still are.   
 
How did that work for you?  Not so good, huh? 
       
A rebuke is something different from a rant or a raised voice 
      A rebuke is more about repairing a breach than it is blowing off steam 
      The purpose of a rebuke is constructive, not destructive 
           
Look at how the word is used in the New Testament, especially in the gospels 
      Most of the time it is Jesus who is doing the rebuking. 
      It may be an unclean spirit, a demon, some representation of evil 
 It may be when Jesus rebukes the wind to calm the storm 
 or when he rebukes a fever in order to heal someone 
 
So, first things first, please notice who is doing the rebuking.  It is Jesus. 
     The other thing to notice is the outcome – a storm is calmed, 
     an unclean spirit is called out and the person is healed, same with the fever. 
 The end result is restorative, not punitive.   
 
Yes, the word is used in other ways.  You may be thinking of the time 
     Peter pulled Jesus aside to rebuke him.  That got turned around, didn’t it? 
     Clearly rebuking someone must be done with humility and hope 
 The purpose of a rebuke is to make things right.  I’ve told you before 
 “It is far better to focus on making it right … than it is on being right” 
 
The word is used a few times about us doing the rebuking, about our responsibility  
     to challenge and correct fellow believers. In Luke, chapter 17 Jesus says,  
 

Be on your guard! If a brother or sister sins, you must rebuke the  
offender, and if there is repentance, you must forgive.  And if the  
same person sins against you seven times a day and turns back  
to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive.” 

 
Again, the end result of a rebuke is restoration – rebuke, repent, forgive. 
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NECESSARY EVIL? 
 
Mark writes his gospel account of Jesus’ life and ministry like a reporter 
     He gives us the news, short and sweet and then moves on to the next story  
     Maybe we read through the stories too quickly, especially one like this 
 ones with unclean spirits being cast out.  That was then.  This is now. 
   
Let’s not hurry through this ancient language.  Talk of casting out demons 
     and unclean spirits isn’t just ‘once upon a time.’  Rebuking isn’t just 
     something Jesus did back in the day … with those people. 
  
No, the two key elements in this story are very much in evidence today 
     One is the presence of evil, an evil around us and within us 
     Two is Jesus confronting that evil, calling it out 
 AND restoring us to health   
 
There is evil here.  And by here, I mean in this passage 
     And in this person (inside me, inside you) 
     And in this present (here and now, around us) 
 
About the reality of evil, let’s consider how we see it … and how we don’t see it 
     Please notice in this passage and in others like it, in these healing stories, 
     the evil that is named is what is hurting that person.  It is causing harm 
 Great clue for how to spot evil in and around us.  It creates suffering 
 It may promise success for some without mentioning the suffering it will cause 
 
Yes, evil quite often masquerades as something quite good 
    It makes excuses for the harm caused.  The most jarring example I know 
    (And yes the sermon started with talk of being jolted – so a jolting example) 
 is that the Nazis spoke of the systematic murder of the Jews, communists, 
 homosexuals, trade unionists and others as the ‘Final Solution’ 
 
Evil works like that.  It makes excuses for the harm caused 
     We even have terminology for it … a necessary evil    
     Evil often finds a problem where there is not one, stirs up the anger,  

stokes the fears and the flames.  It pretends to be a solution 
a bargain with the bull in the china shop … a necessary evil  

 
There is evil in this world.  Looking for it is something we must do quite carefully 
     But it is something we must do.  We cannot pretend that it isn’t there 
     Again, another jarring example.   
 
When the Allied troops discovered the Nazi concentration and labor camps,  
     they were given orders to go into the towns nearest the camps  
     and bring the adults back to see the camps and to bury the dead 
 so no one could act like they did not know what was being done 
 in their communities, in their country, in their day and time and place 
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SUMMARY 
 
Yes, it is easy to single the Nazis out with these examples. Hindsight is 20/20.   
      But the question lingers in my heart and mind … Years from now, what evil  
      will my grandchildren see so clearly that I seemed to have clearly ignored,  

both the evil on the edge of town and around the edges of my heart   
 
There is evil in this world.  We cannot pretend there is not 
     Nor can we pretend is all over there, in those people 
     Please notice the evil in this passage is inside someone, an unclean spirit 
      Isn’t that the best place then to start with any thoughts about rebuking? 
      Inside … inside myself.  
     
Please do not rush out of here ready to rebuke some convenient enemy 
     someone or some group of people you may have already labeled as other 
     PS – if it easy for you to name a convenient enemy …  Let’s find time  

to grab coffee or a Dr. Pepper.  It would be good for us to talk together.  
We can help each other with the logs and specks in our eyes 

 
No, a sermon on rebuking is more about opening us up to be rebuked 
    than it is to fire us up to go do some rebuking, give someone a talking to 
    like the image on the screen.  That doesn’t look too productive, does it? 
 It looks like how you feel on hold after you’ve been told  

for the 17th time ‘Your call is important to us’  
      
No, this sermon on rebuking is a call for us to start with ourselves,   
     to listen for and to Jesus, the person best suited to do any rebuking 
     
I’ve preached on this passage several times before, focused on other things 
    Usually the response of the congregation in the synagogue that day 
    They talked about Jesus authority, this new teaching 
  
But what about seeing the story from the perspective of the man  
     who had that unclean spirit in him, the man who was suffering 
     the man who Jesus healed by rebuking (and calling out) 

the evil inside of him … how he must of felt afterwards 
after being rebuked and restored 

 
That feeling must has been both exhausting and exhilarating 
     like running or stumbling to freedom.  And when that adrenalin faded …  
     It probably felt … What might be a word for it?  Maybe sweet,  

sweeter than just the right mix of sweet and unsweetened tea 
 
 
 
 
 
 


