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I have just read that remarkable book ‘The Dean’s Watch’ by Elizabeth Gouge once again. I wonder

just how many times I have read it. The first time was when I was at secondary school so it must be

almost fifty five years ago now. Set in the 1800s the Dean always begins his sermon as was

customary with the words, ‘My text this morning comes from’ and he quotes the text. His favourite

is from Psalm 68 verse 20, ‘God is the Lord by whom we escape death.’ This text would be an apt

one for both our readings today.

I once heard a talk by a lawyer; he sought, by using the pattern of a legal defence argument to show

Jesus’ divinity. He knew as well as the rest of us that ultimately it is not about proof but faith in Jesus

as the Christ; the second person of the Trinity, it is about trust in him and living our lives according

to his teachings. Nevertheless it was a very interesting talk and he called it ‘Jesus, mad, bad or God.’

The conclusion was of course obvious but it just struck me that it would be a good title for our

gospel reading as we will see.

Our gospel reading begins, 20’And the crowd came together again, so that they could not even eat.’

actually though the verse begins, ‘Then he went home.’ The family home in Nazareth? Certainly the

family appears.  Or maybe the home of one of the disciples; it is by the lake, probably Capernaum.

So what had happened before Jesus went ‘home’ presumably to recharge his batteries. Well in the

previous verses Mark tells of the calling of the twelves disciples, but chapter three begins with Jesus

in the synagogue, it is the Sabbath. Jesus is among enemies already, the Pharisees are watching

waiting for him to heal someone then they can ‘accuse’ him of breach of Sabbath laws.   We know

that Jesus does cut through custom if it stands in the way of doing what is right. In this case he

simply asks them, ‘Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the Sabbath, to save life or to kill?’

Needless to say they have no answer so he heals the man with the withered hand. The response of

the leading factions is immediate. 6’The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the

Herodians against him, how to destroy him.’ That in itself is interesting. The Pharisees were against

the Romans and Herod yet the Herodians were pro both. These factions who were usually opposed



to each other now unite in one goal to destroy Jesus. So then Mark intends to show us that even

now so early in his ministry the storm clouds of dangerous opposition are gathering and the shadow

of the cross is already present.

Just a few verses later Jesus goes to the lake, there huge crowds gather and he heals many people,

and the next verse is significant for our reading because it introduces the topic of our reading.
11’Whenever the unclean spirits saw him, they fell down before him and shouted, ‘You are the Son of

God!’’

So Jesus is healing those people who are ‘demon possessed’ and freeing them. Even the unclean

spirits acknowledge him as the son of God which is more than the scribes do. Later, in chapter five

we have the story of the healing of the demoniac in the land of the Gerasenes and the dramatic

consequences. What Jesus is doing is causing a stir; he is followed by crowds so dense that ‘they

can’t even eat.’ I don’t go into crowds much but I have been in crowds like this going to football

matches and they can be frightening –especially if there are rival factions.

We have heard of the earlier opposition of the leading factions to Jesus cutting through tradition

and established law on the Sabbath, to do what is right in God’s sight. We know that the opposition

is becoming dangerous. People are reacting in different ways to Jesus as they always do. Some of

the crowd witnessing his wonderful works recognise him as of God. Others scoff; think back to the

reaction to Peter and the disciples at Pentecost, ‘they are full of new wine’. Here they say he is mad.

This links to the talk I mentioned at the beginning.
21’When his family heard it, they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, ‘He has gone out

of his mind.’

Well that is interesting even Jesus’ closest family come out to ‘restrain him.’ That word restrain is

vital, yes they are trying to stop him by force from doing his mission, secondly though we know that

people who were violently mad had to be restrained. So there are echoes here of the madness

accusation and suggestions that his own family at best were angry and embarrassed at his

behaviour or at worst doubted his sanity. Either way they were at this point opposed to what he was

doing. Now the opposition has widened and become more serious, we are told,
22 ‘And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem’

These people are leaders from Jerusalem –and that is the nerve centre, the capital of Judaism. They

see Jesus as a threat. He is going against Judaism as they see it. Of course he isn’t really, as he says

Matthew 5.17.  ‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not

to abolish but to fulfil.’ Jesus’ way is not the old way however. God in Jesus is initiating the new way,

the fulfilment of everything that has been foretold throughout history by the prophets. Its

culmination, its fulfilment is Jesus the Messiah. He will initiate the new way, God will turn the old

ways upside down or rather right side up. The new perfected creation will be born in Jesus Christ

That is not what the leaders want. For them Jesus is a threat to the establishment, the status quo

which gives them power over people. Therefore the easiest way to put down a person who opposes

you is to discredit them in the eyes of the crowd.

Well we have seen the reaction of some of the crowd to Jesus –‘he is mad’ that takes us back to the

words I mentioned at the beginning. Now we have the second accusation, he is bad. So bad in fact

that he is working for Satan.
22And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, ‘He has Beelzebul, and by the ruler of the

demons he casts out demons.’



They can’t deny what they see with their own eyes, the healings and specifically the casting out of

demons are fact so they have to find a plausible explanation which will at the same time not only

discredit Jesus but put him in deep waters of danger. He is, they say, in league with Satan, Beelzebul,

(literally lord of the flies) therefore guilty of evil against God therefore worthy of punishment under

law- very clever as they think.

Jesus keeps quite calm under what is a shocking accusation, being in league with Satan. Incidentally

the word Satan is Accuser and they are acting as accusers here – accusing God’s son!

What Jesus does is quite simply obliterate their argument.

‘How can Satan cast out Satan? 24If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand.
25And if a house is divided against itself, that house will not be able to stand. 26And if Satan has risen

up against himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but his end has come.’

What, says Jesus, am I doing? I am casting out evil spirits, I am freeing people from the powers of

darkness from the grip of the evil one the Satan. So how on earth could I do that by Satan’s power?

Evil does not cast out evil, it rejoices in it. Evil is Satan’s raison d'être. Their argument is patently

ridiculous.

He goes on as he usually does to illustrate his meaning. Anything be it nation, institution, family or

group if it is divided against itself it will topple and be destroyed. So why would Satan work at

destroying himself and his evil works.

No his house will not be able to stand because Jesus is the new force, the power of God who is the

great force for good. Who, wherever he goes, through the power of the holy and life giving Spirit

destroys evil wherever it lurks and sets humans free from it. Ultimately he will fight the last great

battle with evil and vanquish it on the cross.

They are right about one thing though – Satan is being destroyed but totally wrong in their

accusation which is in itself evil.
27’But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up the

strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered.’

Here in picture form is what Jesus is doing to Satan and the power of evil. He is destroying it. And

this always reminds me of the great sculpture outside Coventry Cathedral by Jacob Epstein of

Michael the Archangel wings spread standing over the bound Satan at his feet. Jesus has bound the

powers of darkness and is destroying them through God’s Holy Spirit.

The next part of the reading needs careful thought if it’s to be understood properly. Its meaning can,

if taken out of context, be distorted. So let’s look carefully at what Jesus actually does say. What he

doesn’t say is that some sins will be treated differently. He is rather referring to something quite

specific which has sparked his reaction.
28 ‘Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphemies they utter; 29but

whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal

sin’— 30for they had said, ‘He has an unclean spirit.’

I have put in bold the accusation which Jesus condemns so roundly. Some say Jesus has an unclean

spirit – and is therefore evil. The Scribes are accusing him of being in league with Satan the devil to

enable his miraculous works. It all boils down to this. You are not accusing me only of evil, you are

accusing the power through whom I do these works – the Holy Spirit of God. That is the

‘unforgivable sin.’

There are no half way houses for Jesus. Remember this from Matthew 19. 16



“Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” And he said to him, “Why do you ask me

about what is good? There is only one who is good. If you wish to enter into life, keep the

commandments.”  The young man had done all this he had fulfilled all the law required but he

needs to follow the new way of Christ not half-heartedly but absolutely Jesus said to him, “If you

wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor, and you will have

treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.’ Sadly for this young man that was a bridge too far and he

slinks away. But Jesus is quite adamant. You must put my way, God’s way first.

This leads to the next part of the reading. Jesus’ mother and brothers are outside, still no doubt

wanting to ‘restrain’ him. There is apparently as yet no understanding of his mission. I think we have

to try to put ourselves into the scene here.
32’A crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, ‘Your mother and your brothers and sisters

are outside, asking for you.’

A group are sitting around him. Probably  they’re the ones who are listening to him with rapt

attention as he explains to them the wonderful revelation of God’s new way as he brings God’s love

and healing to them. They say his family are ‘outside’. Well they are literally but they are

metaphorically too if they want to get in the way of his mission. To do that is to get in the way of

God. We also need to understand just how shocking to his hearers his next words are, ‘Who are my

mother and my brothers?’  Think of the Jewish family way of life. The family is hugely important, the

nation is hugely important, your lineage is hugely important and most importantly are you one of

the ‘children if Abraham’

The norm in our society is to be independent of family at adulthood and to go off to live our own

lives; that is the traditional way of it. Though it wasn’t in Jesus day and it’s not in many cultures.

Family units are of paramount importance. So Jesus had broken with tradition when he went on his

mission, when he turned from his family to bring God’s good news to the people. He is not saying

family is bad any more than healing on the Sabbath makes the Sabbath bad. But ‘The Sabbath was

made for humans not humans for the Sabbath.’ The same applies, of course he loves his family but if

they are trying to stop him doing God’s work that is not acceptable. No, God has cut through the old

traditions; God will make heirs of all who follow Jesus, we remember these words from last week’s

reading,  ‘and if children then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs of God with Christ.’ Jesus in the next

sentence makes his meaning clear.
34’And looking at those who sat around him, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers!
35Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.’

Jesus is creating a new family, the family of God through trust and belief in his teaching. Interestingly

he follows it with. ‘Whoever does the will of God’ don’t just profess to believe in me – do something

about it, act it out in your lives. We are a ‘holy people, a royal priesthood’, as are all who live out the

ways of Jesus Christ. We are adopted into the family of God- heirs with Christ. We are part of the

new creation, the family, brothers and sister of Christ. This applies to all throughout the whole world

and is not reserved for anyone particular race, all humanity is called to his family.

We have seen Jesus labelled as mad and bad in this passage, but Jesus comes in the name of God,

his actions and words are of God’s Holy Spirit.

Jesus is human and divine, God incarnate.  St. Paul in our reading from 2 Corinthians examines

Christ’s divinity and the implications for humanity of belief in him.



I want to return for a minute to the book I mentioned at the beginning, ‘The Dean’s Watch.’ The

Dean is talking to Miss Montague; both have a deep faith in God.

Miss Montague says, ‘When evil gets a grip on men it always drives them to destroy.’ The Dean

replies. ‘Evil has hard work to get its hands on what it really wants to destroy. Which has eternal

value this watch or the love that made it? The body or the soul?’  For the Dean God is eternal love.

He often says that we are held in the hands of the God of love who made us.

This we should keep in mind as we look at this reading from Paul’s epistle. Once again it is important

to look at what has gone before to make sense of our extract. Paul says this at the beginning of the

chapter.

‘Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, we do not lose heart. 2We

have renounced the shameful things that one hides; we refuse to practise cunning or to falsify God’s

word; but by the open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of everyone

in the sight of God.’

Paul makes it quite clear that his behaviour and those ministers who bring Christ’s word to the

Corinthians are pure in thought, word and deed.
5 ‘For we do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves

for Jesus’ sake. 6For it is the God who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness’, who has shone in our

hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.  But we have

this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God

and does not come from us.’

The clay jars of course are our bodies; they are subject to affliction, to persecution and to decay. But

that doesn’t matter what they contain, i.e. the words and reaching of Jesus Christ, is the treasure

that nothing can destroy. We can be destroyed in our bodies – the vessels can be broken but the

treasure is safe. We are in God’s hands.

This takes us right back to Calvary – evil unleashed its powers on Jesus, his body was broken on the

cross and he was killed. But the power of love, the power of God defeated the power of evil and the

resurrection and the new life and power of Christ proved that. We may share in Christ’s sufferings as

Paul did but we share in Christ’s resurrection. We receive God’s promises through his grace freely

given. Paul, just before our passage begins in making it clear to the Corinthians that he is a broken

and persecuted vessel but they should not be looking or judging on that, that does not matter; it is

the golden treasure within him,  the message of Christ that he brings which is indestructible and

invaluable – it is that he offers them. Actually the suffering is integral to being a follower of Jesus,

we share his sufferings but we also share in his resurrection as heirs with Christ of the promises of

God. ‘Whoever wishes to be my follower, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.’ Paul

gives a list of the sufferings he has had to face.
8’We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9persecuted,

but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10always carrying in the body the death of Jesus,

so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies. ‘

The continual persecution must have been awful for Paul as it is for all who are persecuted. But he

will never be vanquished because he is in Christ’s keeping and is carrying out Christ’s command. He

may be a clay jar but the treasure within he will keep forever. This treasure he says is available for all

of humanity. This is what he is offering to the Corinthians.

Our reading contains a quotation, ‘I believed therefore I spoke’ I didn’t know where it came from so

I looked it up. It is from Psalm 116 verse 10. In that psalm a man who is suffering calls on God and



God rescues him; just as with Paul that is exactly what has happened to him. He has suffered terribly

but he calls on God and God rescues him. His faith in Christ saves him. Indeed Paul is doing nothing

more than sharing in Christ’s suffering but he knows that this will lead to a share in his resurrection

life.
14’ because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will

bring us with you into his presence.’

Paul tells the Corinthians that he has suffered but as with Christ’s suffering it is for their sakes. Jesus

died in love for humanity. Jesus died to set humanity free from sin and death.  Paul tells the

Corinthians they too can share in the promises of God through Jesus Christ. 15 ‘’Yes, everything is for

your sake, so that grace, as it extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the

glory of God.’

Paul goes on,
16 ‘So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being

renewed day by day. 17For this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eternal weight of

glory beyond all measure, 18because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen;

for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.’

Paul does not lose heart even in the face of suffering because of the promises of Jesus. So many

people who find themselves in the same position know that. He is not saying that the body is not

important. God made us in his image in love but our life will be perfected as the whole of creation

will. Our bodies are like houses and we will have a new perfected resurrection body. Jesus was quite

real at his resurrection. He is quite clear about that when he tells the disciples he is no ghost but

flesh and blood. We cannot understand what will happen but we have faith that we will be raised to

the glory of Christ. We cannot be destroyed; our future life with God is assured. The work of evil

may cause suffering but as the Dean says love holds us safe.

‘Praise be to thine eternal merit, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.’ John Cosin
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