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 The writer of Mark’s gospel is among the most brilliant in the New Testament. Even 

though this gospel is the shortest and uses language in Greek that sounds a little broken, as if 

Greek isn’t the writer’s first language, the way the gospel is constructed is fascinating. Some 

scholars in the past have supposed this writer was unsophisticated because of the sort of halting 

style that’s used, but scholars today have come to appreciate the complexity of this gospel. 

 

 One of those complexities is found in the story we just heard. This writer has a habit of 

inserting stories within stories. So we begin with an encounter between Jesus and his family in 

Capernaum, which is probably what’s meant when we’re told he’s home, and not Nazareth 

where he travels a little later in the gospel, but suddenly we find ourselves in the middle of 

another controversy between him and some scholars from Jerusalem. And then, just as abruptly, 

we’re back to him and his family.  

 

 It makes it a little hard to know where to start. Whenever I eat an Oreo cookie, though, I 

still like to take it apart and eat the middle first. And I think that’s what this writer wants us to 

do, to go to the middle; the bookends sort of direct our attention that way. 

 

 So what do we find there? Jesus has been doing what he does and these scholars from 

Jerusalem come to accuse him of casting out demons through the power of “Beelzebul.” That’s 

an odd reference; it doesn’t show up anywhere in Hebrew scripture; it means literally, “Lord of 

the flies.” But of course here it’s meant as a stand-in for evil and evil forces in the world. It 

sounds like a pretty desperate attempt to discredit him. They probably don’t even believe it 

themselves. But it’s all they’ve got left. Jesus has been going around all over the region healing 

and teaching and casting out demons and people are responding. And that could be cutting into 

their authority, even though it’s not clear to me at all that that’s what Jesus intends. 

 

 At any rate, this dubious accusation sets the stage for a few of Jesus’ sayings, such as “a 

house divided against itself cannot stand” and “no one can enter a strong man’s house and 

plunder his property without first tying up the strong man,” and finally, “whoever blasphemes 

against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin.” The first of 

those is pretty self-explanatory; it was famously referred to by Abraham Lincoln during his 

debate with Stephen Douglas when they were running for an Illinois Senate seat in 1858. The 

second saying is a little more opaque. The “strong man” is probably Satan. So what Jesus is 

saying is if he’s casting out demons then he must have rendered Satan powerless. In other words, 

in the Kingdom of God evil is eradicated. And finally with this last saying, I think Jesus is 

accusing his opponents of willful ignorance. They are resisting the evidence right in front of 

them.  

 

 Something good is happening, people are being healed, community is being restored, yet 

they continue to resist and deny it. They’re being willfully ignorant of a reality unfolding before 

them. We see that in our own society in various ways. For instance demographers project that by 

around 2030 we will be a “majority minority” country, which is we will no longer be an 



exclusively white majority in the population. There are a lot of people who don’t like that 

prospect. Some of them are focused on immigration policy and doing whatever’s possible to 

prevent people of color from immigrating here; they’re also generating as much anxiety about 

immigrants as possible: immigrants take jobs, immigrants increase crime, and on and on, none of 

it statistically true but that doesn’t matter. Others want to create a separate white ethno-state, a 

country within the country, to change the demographics. All those responses are born of willful 

ignorance. Immigration and more diversity is clearly good for our country. It strengthens us; it 

promotes innovation and creates markets; it connects us more closely to other parts of the world. 

This is a good thing. Yet there are those who refuse to accept it, who deny its goodness in every 

way. 

 

 Another example is around marriage equality. For some the idea that gay and lesbian 

people should be allowed to marry and form stable families is unacceptable. Even though we 

know that marriage strengthens society; stable, loving families are a good thing for all of us, 

especially for our children. Acceptance and inclusion for LGBT people in our society has 

benefits not just for them but for all of us. It brings us closer to one another and reveals God’s 

presence at work within loving relationships. Yet there are some who just can’t see it, who refuse 

to acknowledge the movement of God’s Spirit. 

 

 Yet that Spirit will work in spite of our failure to cooperate. I don’t know if Jesus’ claim 

is hyperbole or if there is some deeper harm that occurs when we deny the Holy Spirit at work, 

but one thing he tells the people around him to do over and over is open their eyes and have ears 

to hear so they can become aware of God’s kingdom emerging around them. So they can be a 

part of it and not descend into bitterness, hostility and fear. That’s what’s at stake and why the 

writer of this gospel is so intent on focusing our attention on these sayings.  

 

But what about the other stuff, the pieces on either side of it? How does this interaction 

with Jesus’ family relate to this? I don’t think they’re completely separate. And one connection I 

see is the way that Jesus redefines relationships in light of God’s kingdom unfolding. He tells 

them in a dramatic way that everything they once thought was absolute, including their 

obligations to the closest people in their lives, is being swept away as God’s kingdom is 

revealed. All the limits are giving way, even the boundaries of family cannot hold. Jesus expands 

the limits to encompass any who respond to God’s presence and do God’s will. Everyone who 

steps into the kingdom by embracing the movement of the Holy Spirit are now brother and sister 

and mother to him. In Jesus’ world we are all connected. 

 

We have a chance to affirm that reality in a tangible way. In a changing society where 

variety is increasing we have a chance to acknowledge God’s Spirit by embracing those who are 

different from us, by accepting them and welcoming them and ensuring their full inclusion in the 

life of our country. That’s how the “strong man” is bound. Evil in our world is rendered 

powerless when we refuse to give in to hostility and hatred, when we embrace the good that is 

around us and within us. That’s the path to giving up our ignorance and being awakened to the 

reality Jesus reveals.  

 

Amen 


