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“Speaking With Authority”


The Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany					        January 31, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								          Jeremiah 1:4-10
Epistle Lesson								      I Corinthians 12:31-13:13
Gospel Lesson										  Luke 4:31-44


Before the sermon today I have to explain something to you, and that is that the information that ends up in the bulletins, is written down on forms that look nothing like the bulletin.  And so you write the information down, not thinking too much about it, and then you get the bulletin, and you see what it looks like.  And you think, “Huh, that’s not the impression I intended to give.”  So if you look at the bottom of page 6, it says, “Speaking with Authority,” Reverend Randolph Sherren.  This is not what I intended.  The title of the sermon is to indicate that Jesus is the one speaking with authority.  So, um, all I can say is that it looked different on the form I turned in then it looks in the bulletin.

We’re going to look at the Gospel Lesson today.  Before we do that, I have two really delightful stories from last week that I want to share with you.  We’re in the Epiphany season.  At Junior Catechism class, last Wednesday one of the young men was talking to me and he said, “Pastor, it was so cool.  I finally figured out how to use the word `epiphany’ at school this week.”  Don’t you think that’s cool?  I think it’s really cool.  And then in the lesson we were talking about the baptism of Jesus, and how in the baptism of Jesus, Jesus gives us his righteousness.  We have no righteousness of our own, but he gives us his righteousness.  Then part of the lesson is where I’ve quoted from St. Paul and Philippians, where Paul says, “I have gladly set aside everything for the joy of knowing Jesus.  And not have having a righteousness of my own based on the Law, but having that righteousness which is my gift through faith from Jesus Christ my Lord.”  And I said, “That’s a hymn we sing in church.  It’s just that verse put to music.  Maybe you know it.  It’s called “Knowing You.”  I started singing, “Knowing you, Jesus, knowing you, there is . . .” by the time I got that far, the class was singing that refrain with me.  Tell me that’s not cool?  OK.  So, a lot of good things happen.

In this Gospel Lesson today, we are in Luke’s Gospel, and I want to remind you that Luke’s task in writing this Gospel is to get people re-connected with their Creator through Jesus of Nazareth.  Luke had committed his life to telling people what Jesus was like.  As he gets toward the end of his life, people are saying, “You’d better write these things down before you die.”  And so he does.  He’s trying to show that if you had just met Jesus you would have known--if you would have just met him.  As he wrote, the constant question was “How can I help people meet Jesus through the words I write?”  The Gospel isn’t a compilation of things Jesus taught.  It is the Gospel writers trying to help us see who Jesus was--if you could have just met him, you would have known.  You look at today’s Gospel Lesson and there’s really nothing in that lesson that Jesus taught.  It’s all about who he was.  

Luke has to be as precise as possible to help us see Jesus by showing us the effect that Jesus had on the people he met.  What was it about Jesus that made the connection with people, and made the connection between people and their Creator?  Whenever we talk about people who have what we might call, “charismatic personalities,” there are a lot of ways we can say that.  I’m going to give you a list of things that Luke doesn’t say about Jesus.

He never said that people were amazed at how handsome and well groomed Jesus was.  It never came up.  We don’t even know what Jesus looked like.  It wasn’t part of his attraction.

Luke never said that people were amazed at how powerful and intimidating Jesus was--as though he was a drill sergeant demanding people’s respect.  

Luke did not write that people were amazed at how clever Jesus was.  

He did not write that people were amazed at how knowledgeable and well-informed Jesus was, and how many big words he knew.

Luke never wrote that people thought Jesus was really, really smart.  

Luke didn’t write that they thought he was really funny and could keep them laughing and entertained. 

Luke doesn’t tell us that people were overwhelmed by how energetic and passionate Jesus was when he spoke.  Or that Jesus could arouse a crowd to riled-up excitement.  That is never mentioned.

Luke didn’t say that people were impressed with how trendy Jesus was--knowing all the most popular buzz words and all the pop slang of the day.  

Luke also doesn’t tell us that people were so impressed with Jesus, because he always spoke for between nine and thirteen minutes.   

Luke goes along with the other Gospel writers when he says, “They were astonished at his teaching for his word was with authority.”  That’s what the Gospel writers always come back to—“He spoke with authority.”  One of my favorite sayings is this:  “If you have to tell people that you are in charge, you aren’t.”  Jesus never had to tell people that he was in charge.  He just showed up, and he was himself, and people figured this out just from being with him. 

The word “authority” comes from the same root word and the same concept as does the word “author.”  William Shakespeare was the world’s leading authority on “Hamlet”, because he was the author of “Hamlet.”  Mark Twain was the world’s greatest authority on Huckleberry Finn because he was the author of “Huckleberry Finn.”  Thomas Jefferson was the world’s greatest authority on the Declaration of Independence, because he was the author of the Declaration of Independence.  Jesus, the Christ, is the greatest authority on human life on earth because he is the author of human life on earth.  One could ask Jesus if he understood human life, and he could answer, “I should.  I wrote it.  Then I watched my work get rewritten, and messed up by those who thought they could improve on it.  And now I am here to get you all back on script.”

Whether Jesus was talking about a Roman soldier, a Syrian woman, a Jewish child, a flying sparrow, a field of wheat, a storm on the sea, or signs of weather in the sky, he understood it all intimately and spoke with authority on all those things, because he wrote it all.  He was the author.  He spoke as one with authority.  And when he talked, Jesus got people’s attention.  Because when he began to speak two things were clear.  First of all, it was clear that he understood their situation; he understood their life.  Time after time, people said, “He told me all about myself.”  That wasn’t an extra-sensory perception trick as though Jesus was mind reader.  Jesus knew the people he met somewhat in the same way that Shakespeare knew Hamlet.  The difference is that Hamlet couldn’t do anything Shakespeare didn’t write.  While every person on earth can and does think, say, and do things that God never put into the script.  Shakespeare’s characters can’t rebel; they can’t go their own way.  God’s characters can rebel, and they do rebel, and they do go their own way.  That’s because God is a less limited author than was Shakespeare.  But no matter how far astray God’s characters go off script, Jesus still knows them, he knows their lives, and he understands their situation.  So when he talks, he astonishes people with his authority.

And second when Jesus speaks, it is clear that he not only understands the people to whom he is speaking, he also takes them and their lives seriously.  I remember once meeting with a doctor at the Mayo Clinic, and thinking to myself, “This man finds my health problem an interesting challenge, but he finds me personally to be a bother.”  I got the feeling that this world would have been improved for him if I could have mailed in my disease, so that he could deal with it without having to deal with me.  I’m sure that you have all had similar experiences.  My point in mentioning it is to make clear that no one speaking to Jesus ever got that impression.  They hung on his every word, because as he spoke it was clear he understood them and he took them seriously.  

Jesus earned people’s respect after he got their attention.  The casting out and silencing of the demons demonstrates that Jesus was going to stand or fall on the strength of his own doing.  It has been said that any publicity is good publicity, but apparently Jesus doesn’t agree.  He didn’t need, he didn’t want the endorsement of these demons.  He commanded the demons to shut-up.  And they did.  They had no choice.  The only testimonial that Jesus wanted was the testimony of people set free from that which had been tormenting them.  That’s all the testimonial he wanted.  This testimonial was quieter and less dramatic, but it was far more significant.  

It has been well-said that people don’t care how much you know, until they know how much you care.  And Jesus spoke with authority because his actions showed how much he cared.  Casting out demons in the synagogue was a very dramatic thing, but healing Peter’s mother-in-law in her bedroom was not.  No media event there; no publicity there.  For Jesus, the issue never was:  “What will be the payoff for me and my cause?  How can I generate the most publicity?”  For Jesus the question always was:  “How can I overcome this suffering in this person before me; this person who is very important to me?”  And then we are told that he laid his hands on whomever they brought to him to be healed.  He laid his hands on them.  He touched them.  One could say that Jesus had the “common touch.”  But I would prefer to say that Jesus had the “special touch.”  By touching people, Jesus wasn’t showing how common he was, he was showing how special he thought these people were.  When Albert Schweitzer went into the Congo to bring healing to primitive people, he wasn’t trying to say that his gifts were better suited to primitive people who didn’t know any better.  He wasn’t saying, “I’m not really much of a doctor, so I’m going to go into the wilds of the jungle.”  He was making the point that these primitive people in the Congo were worth the care of a famous and talented European doctor.  That’s the point he was making.  And it is the same with Jesus.  The point isn’t that Jesus was of so little account that he cared about common people; the point is that to Jesus there are only special people--special people worthy of his attention, worthy of his care.  

But Jesus tells us that the real purpose of his coming to earth was to get people reconnected to their Creator through the promises of God.  His purpose was to return people back to their Creator where they belonged.  And so he brought this message:  “Humble youself before the gracious love of God.”  He told people that all the time.  His message was:  “Turn once more.  Return to your Creator.”  His message was:  “He is reaching out to you with the energy to live life as he designed it.”  His message was:  “Today, at this moment, there is forgiveness for your failure.  There is forgiveness, at this moment, for your mistakes, for your foolishness, for your wandering, for your lack of wisdom.  Come home now!”  His message was:  “Today, at this moment, there is guidance and a new life that overcomes this world, and all that is leading you astray and holding you back in your life, or holding you down in your life.”  He said, “My purpose is to bring this message to reconnect people.”  And the people were amazed, because when he spoke this message he spoke it with such authority.

Where was the authority in this message?  The authority in this message in those days was the same as the authority in this message today.  Those who are humbled find themselves lifted up.  The lonely find that they are lonely no longer.  The hopeless find that they have somehow become hopeful.  Those who wait on the Lord find that he is actively keeping his promises in their lives.  Those who surrender to Jesus discover that his explanation of life seems very much like the explanation one would get from the author of life.  It is so authentic; it is so, just right.  The authority, the proof is in the living of the promises.  About fourteen hundred years before Jesus lived, God asked Moses to go to Egypt and ask Pharaoh to emancipate his Hebrew slaves.  Moses said, “How can I know that you will go with me and make this happen?  Where is my guarantee?”  God gave Moses a very interesting answer.  He said, “Moses, when you are done you will worship me on this mountain.”  Moses asked, “How can I know before I start that this will work?”  And God said, “Oh, Moses, get going.  When it’s all done, you will know that it has worked, and you will thank me.”  That’s the same deal that we get today.  We leave church Sunday after Sunday thinking to ourselves, “How can I know for sure beforehand that this Jesus thing will work out?”  The answer we get is the answer Moses got, “Oh, get going on the Jesus thing, and you will see that these promises are spoken with authority.  The proof is in the living of them not in the talking about them.”  

But Luke wrote these things down in his Gospel because he had experienced yet greater authority than what he saw on this day about which he wrote.  Somebody speaks to us and we can respond, “Well, that’s your opinion.”  Somebody can speak to us and we can say, “What you are saying is only words.  Probably empty words.”  We are very skeptical of what people say.  So, Jesus went to the cross on Calvary bearing your sins and mine.  He bore the price for our sins in his own body.  Patriotic veterans will tell us that the word “freedom” is not an empty word.  Patriotic veterans will tells us it is a word filled with meaning and made more than an empty word in the blood of service men and women, poured into the earth and into the sea all over the world.  On an even greater level than that, “forgivingness,” “reconciliation,” “redemption,” “salvation” are not empty words, but words given full and significant meaning in drops of blood falling from the cross of Jesus of Nazareth outside the city of Jerusalem about 30 AD.  

And then if there was further doubt, Jesus of Nazareth rose from the dead to speak with authority that death has been defeated.  The message of the risen Jesus is fairly brief and very much to the point.  This is what he has to say to us:  “You see that I who was dead am now alive.  I have gone where you will go, and you will go where I am going.  You have no need to be afraid.  Be of good cheer.  Go and live the life God has set before you.”  So we hear Jesus speak and the proper response is “He seems to know what he is talking about.  Perhaps I will surrender my life to his will for me, and live in his promises.”  Actually, a better response is, “Wow!  Wow, Lord, you speak with authority.  If you want me as you say you do, then you’ve got me.  Thank you, Lord.”  Amen
