
Sunday, January 31, 2021 

Fourth Sunday after Epiphany / Lectionary 4, Year B 

Introduction 

In Deuteronomy God promises to raise up a prophet like Moses, who will speak for God; in 

Psalm 111 God shows the people the power of God’s works. For the church these are ways of 

pointing to the unique authority people sensed in Jesus’ actions and words. We encounter that 

authority in God’s word, around which we gather, the word that prevails over any lesser spirit 

that would claim power over us, freeing us to follow Jesus. 

Prayer of the Day 

Compassionate God, you gather the whole universe into your radiant presence and continually 

reveal your Son as our Savior. Bring wholeness to all that is broken and speak truth to us in our 

confusion, that all creation will see and know your Son, Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. 

Amen. 

First Reading: Deuteronomy 18:15-20 

Today’s reading is part of a longer discourse in Deuteronomy, an updating of the law for the 

Israelite community as the people wait to enter the promised land. Here Moses assures the 

people that God will continue to guide them through prophets who will proclaim the divine word. 

[Moses said:] 15The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your 

own people; you shall heed such a prophet. 16This is what you requested of the LORD your God at 

Horeb on the day of the assembly when you said: “If I hear the voice of the LORD my God any 

more, or ever again see this great fire, I will die.” 17Then the LORD replied to me: “They are right 

in what they have said. 18I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their own 

people; I will put my words in the mouth of the prophet, who shall speak to them everything that 

I command. 19Anyone who does not heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my name, I 

myself will hold accountable. 20But any prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, or who 

presumes to speak in my name a word that I have not commanded the prophet to speak—that 

prophet shall die.” 

Psalm: Psalm 111 

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom. (Ps. 111:10) 

 1Hallelujah! I will give thanks to the LORD with | my whole heart, 

  in the assembly of the upright, in the | congregation. 

 2Great are your | works, O LORD, 

  pondered by all who de- | light in them. 

 3Majesty and splendor | mark your deeds, 

  and your righteousness en- | dures forever. 

 4You cause your wonders to | be remembered; 



  you are gracious and full | of compassion. R 

 5You give food to | those who fear you, 

  remembering forev- | er your covenant. 

 6You have shown your people the power | of your works 

  in giving them the lands | of the nations. 

 7The works of your hands are faithful- | ness and justice; 

  all of your pre- | cepts are sure. 

 8They stand fast forev- | er and ever, 

  because they are done in | truth and equity. R 

 9You sent redemption to your people and commanded your cove- | nant forever; 

  holy and awesome | is your name. 

 10The fear of the LORD is the begin- | ning of wisdom; 

  all who practice this have a good understanding. God’s praise en- | dures forever. R 

Second Reading: 1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

Paul is concerned about the way some Corinthian Christians use their freedom in Christ as 

license to engage in non-Christian behavior that sets a damaging example to other, 

impressionable believers. Christians have a responsibility to each other that their behavior does 

not cause another to sin. 

1Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that “all of us possess knowledge.” 

Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. 2Anyone who claims to know something does not yet 

have the necessary knowledge; 3but anyone who loves God is known by him. 

  4Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that “no idol in the world really 

exists,” and that “there is no God but one.” 5Indeed, even though there may be so-called gods in 

heaven or on earth—as in fact there are many gods and many lords—6yet for us there is one God, 

the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through 

whom are all things and through whom we exist. 

  7It is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so 

accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and 

their conscience, being weak, is defiled. 8“Food will not bring us close to God.” We are no worse 

off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. 9But take care that this liberty of yours does not 

somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 10For if others see you, who possess 

knowledge, eating in the temple of an idol, might they not, since their conscience is weak, be 

encouraged to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? 11So by your knowledge those weak 

believers for whom Christ died are destroyed. 12But when you thus sin against members of your 

family, and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. 13Therefore, if food 

is a cause of their falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause one of them to fall. 

Gospel: Mark 1:21-28 

Forces that would bring death and disease have taken hold of a man, yet they recognize Jesus 

and know what his power means for them. Jesus commands these forces to leave and people are 

amazed at his authority. 



21[Jesus and his disciples] went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered the 

synagogue and taught.22They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having 

authority, and not as the scribes. 23Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean 

spirit, 24and 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.” 25But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be 

silent, and come out of him!” 26And the unclean spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud 

voice, came out of him. 27They were all amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “What is 

this? A new teaching—with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey 

him.” 28At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee. 

 

Sermon 
 

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

Authority. Who has it? By who’s authority do you say what you say that or do what you do? 

Sometimes saying “I have the authority to do this or that or expect this or that” just isn’t enough. 

Authority. All of us are under some authority. So it is interesting and appropriate that we ask in 

light of our texts today – what is different about this new authority that Jesus brings?  

I grew up and began adult life in the 60’s and 70’s. And I remember all sorts of pushback against 

authority in our country. There were protests, sometimes violent, against the war in Vietnam. 

There were demonstrations against authority at political conventions and following the killing of 

students at Kent State.  

Someone, or some group, it seemed was always protesting someone in authority. Many protested 

against parents and anyone with any amount of authority. 

I’m certain that everyone of us have at one time or another asked – why does so and so have so 

much authority? Or who said he or she has that much authority? 

In one way or another those questions are with every generation. Many claim to have certain 

authority, whether they actually have it or not.  

Recently we have all seen our nations struggle with political issues as well as COVID 19 issues, 

which are also, in part, political. Many wanted to know who has the final, the ultimate authority 

to lead us through the mazes that confront us. There were many voices vying to be heard. Each 

sounded authoritative. But we were left scratching our heads wondering who really had the 

authority to speak and to set certain events in motion. It was confusing at best and frustrating and 

exhausting at worse. We were left with no real answers to our questions of who has final and 

ultimate authority. We could surely feel as if we were adrift at sea on a raft with no mast or oars 

to get us to land.  

Our three texts today all have to do with authority - in the best sense of the word – God’s sense. 

In our first lesson from Deuteronomy, we hear God’s authority coming through a promise to the 

Israelites before they set foot in the promised land. God promises to give to his people a prophet 

who will, in essence, be a new Moses as they continue on their journey being led by God. They 



know God and they know Moses. They know God has authority. It was shown to them time and 

time again as they travelled for 40 years in the wilderness. God’s authority, God’s word has 

continued to come to them through humans God has the authority to choose; human beings who 

dedicate their lives to God as they faithfully do their best to be faithful. God’s authority is 

questioned by the Israelites from time to time, but lovingly God responds and shows them his 

authority keeps them safe and leads them daily. Now they are being led to the Promised Land. 

Our second lesson is from Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth. Paul is concerned about the 

way some Corinthian Christians use their freedom in Christ as a license to engage in non-

Christian behavior that sets a damaging example to other, impressionable believers. Christians 

have a responsibility to each other that their behavior does not cause another person to sin.  

Paul encourages the believers to ignore the other gods that lurk about and stay focused, as he 

says a bit later on – “one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and 

one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.” 

It is clear in Paul’s letters that he has authority. And that the authority that he has - has been 

given to him by God who is the ultimate authority for him and all believers. 

And then we come to our gospel text and find in this season of Epiphany that Jesus is made 

known by his authority. In this wonderful story that follows the calling of disciples, we find 

Jesus encounters a man with an unclean spirit. This spirit speaks back to Jesus, even calling Jesus 

by name and claiming to know who he is: “What have you to do with me, Jesus of Nazareth? 

Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  

You and I are left to wonder if this is an affirmation or an affront? Is the unclean spirit testifying 

or picking a fight? Either way, the unclean spirit has some moxie talking back. This brave demon 

might fool some, but he does not fool Jesus. Jesus simply didn’t take the bait of the unclean 

spirit. Instead, Jesus wasted no time to use, once again, the power, the authority of his voice. 

This time the voice was used to rebuke, to interrupt a would-be-false prophet, in much the same 

way that later he would rebuke the wind and even Peter.  

Talk about authority. Jesus has it. Even the unclean spirits know it. 

And so today we look back and understand how God’s authority is known in many and various 

ways through the scriptures and these, of course, are but a few examples. We can read and see 

God’s authority over his whole creation throughout the scriptures. 

We constantly see Jesus, in one way or another, confronting false prophets, the devil and all 

forces that defy God. 

I think one important question for all of us today is this – how can you and I recognize and then 

renounce the voices of the false prophets, the devils and all forces that defy God that are all 

around us today? And what authority do we have over them once we recognize them? 

Putting the good news of Christ into action is always where the rubber meets the road. And just 

might creates some angst in us. 



There are currently so many voices speaking at the same time wanting to convince us that they 

are the voice of reason, the voice that should be heeded, the voice we can trust, the voice of 

authority. The sheer number of them and the noise that they create is almost unbearable at times. 

How do we sift through the din and navigate in a positive and meaningful way? 

I think we have to do our homework and not take any one source as the final answer. We must 

do our own research until we are as certain as we can be that the voice that wants to be heard and 

listened to is worthy. It’s not an easy job, but it is necessary. 

Especially in areas of politics and issues that affect our local and national society we need to be 

certain of the tenets of our faith. We must summon all that Christ has taught us, all that our life 

of faith has shown us over the years. We must be searching and questioning motives and possible 

outcomes. See, it’s not easy is it? 

But as followers of Christ, we can more and more look at a person or situation or proposal and 

determine if it is real and for the benefit of humankind. Jesus had no problems with recognizing 

evil and demons and all that oppose God and his benevolence. For us – that’s a lot harder, but we 

have the Holy Spirit to help us ascertain true intentions.  

In some instances, we can hear a message and know immediately that it is not of God, that it will 

benefit only the person who is speaking. We can, in some cases, understand motives and 

determine whether they are keeping with our moral compass or are simply evil disguised to 

entice us to forgo our Christian convictions. 

In Mark’s gospel today we heard Jesus’ authority come as a booming voice against demons. As 

we are daily thrust into having to sort out all that surrounds us: the good, the bad and the 

questionable – may we continue to listen to Jesus’ powerful authoritative voice in order to 

answer the question “Who is this?” And may we always see Jesus for who he truly is - the 

Messiah, the Holy One of God, God – the ultimate authority for us and all believers of all times. 

Thanks be to God. Amen 

Prayers of Intercession 

The prayers are prepared locally for each occasion. The following examples may be adapted or 

used as appropriate. 

Guided by Christ made known to the nations, let us offer our prayers for the church, the world, 

and all people in need. 

A brief silence. 

For all who share the gospel and proclaim freedom in Christ throughout the world: prophets, 

teachers, pastors, deacons, and lay leaders; for the church and its ministries, let us pray. 

Have mercy, O God. 

 

For all God’s works in creation: plants and animals, water and soil, forests and farms; and for 

those tasked with protecting our natural resources and all that exists, let us pray. 

Have mercy, O God. 



For government and leaders: cities and nations, rescue professionals and legal aid attorneys, 

elected officials and grassroots organizers; for all responsible for the well-being of civil society, 

let us pray. 

Have mercy, O God. 

 

For those who suffer in mind, body, or spirit: those who are sick and hospitalized, those living 

with HIV/AIDS, those struggling with mental illness, those who are hungry or homeless, and all 

in any need (especially); for caregivers, hospice workers, and home health aides, let us pray. 

Have mercy, O God. 

 

For the concerns of this congregation: those who travel, those absent from worship, those 

celebrating birthdays or anniversaries; for the people of God in this place and for other needs in 

our community (especially), let us pray. 

Have mercy, O God. 

 

Here other intercessions may be offered. 

For the covenant God made with us in the waters of baptism, in thanksgiving for the baptized 

who have died in the Lord, let us pray. 

Have mercy, O God. 

 

Merciful God, hear the prayers of your people, spoken or silent, for the sake of the one who 

dwells among us, your Son, Jesus Christ our Savior. 

Amen. 
 


