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Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany—Year B 

Deuteronomy 18:15-20 

Psalm 111 

I Corinthians 8:1-13 

Mark 1:21-28 

 

Oh, we have some rich passages this morning. We’ll cover a lot of territory—prophets and 

proximity and authority and community. Let’s jump right in. 

 

First, Deuteronomy. Moses tells the people of God this: “The LORD your God will raise up 

for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you shall heed such a prophet.” But 

then it gets really interesting. Moses relays the reason why God will raise up a prophet for 

them from among them, and what is that reason? Listen. “[God will raise up a prophet from 

among you because] this 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.’ Then the LORD replied to me: ‘They are right in what 

they have said. I 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.’”  

 

Whew. I had to go back to Mount Horeb to sort this one out. Back on Mount Horeb in Exodus 

20, when God gave Moses the ten commandments, the people of God witnessed the thunder 

and lightning, the sound of the horn, and the mountain smoking. And they told Moses, 

“You speak to us, and we’ll listen. But don’t let God speak to us, or we’ll die.” The 

immediacy of God, the proximity of God, the full-on-encounter-with-the-divine was just too 

much. “Please, don’t place me face-to-face with God; I want a mediator,” and God pretty much 

honors what they ask for—“You want a mediator, I’ll give you a mediator, and we’ll call that 

mediator a prophet, but those prophets are going to speak my words, and those prophets will be 

a thorn in your flesh, always.” 

 

God goes on, too, “And if you don’t heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my 

name, I myself will hold you accountable.” But therein lies part of the problem, how do you 

know if this is a prophet speaking in the name of the LORD your God, or is this a prophet 

speaking in the name of other gods, or is this prophet presuming to speak in God’s name 

speaking a word that the LORD your God has not commanded said prophet to speak?  

 

Oh, those prophets-speaking-in-the-name-of-other-gods—can we agree that there are many of 

these in our society, prophets speaking in the name of greed or in the name of power or in the 

name of winning or in the name of being right—can we agree that there are many prophets 

speaking in the name of other gods? And, can we agree that there are a fair number of 

prophets of the LORD your God who may have gone a little astray in the game of divine 

telephone? God may have spoken the word to them, but it got a little garbled in the receiving 

of it—their own agenda, their own stuff, built up in their ears and in their hearts, and they just 

couldn’t hear that word quite right, but that didn’t keep them from proclaiming boldly a word 

that God didn’t actually command them to speak.  
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Oh, it’s hard to listen for the word of the Lord and get it right all the time. But the stakes are 

high, and God’s pretty particular about this whole prophet business. Those who speak in the 

name of other gods and those who speak a word that God didn’t actually give them to 

speak—that prophet shall die. Ouch. I’d prefer a little more compassion when I get it wrong, 

and surely I do. 

 

But this passage from Deuteronomy extends on a few verses that we didn’t hear this morning. 

Moses continues to ponder this very important question of discernment in the two verses beyond 

this passage. Listen to what it says, “You may say to yourself, ‘How can we recognize a word 

that the LORD has not spoken?’” The answer? “If a prophet speaks in the name of the LORD 

but the thing does not take place or prove true, it is a word that the LORD has not spoken. 

The prophet has spoken it presumptuously, arrogantly; don’t be afraid of him.” 

 

So, we are given criteria by which to test and discern whether or not the word is a word of the 

LORD. And, if it fails the test, we don’t have to be afraid of that prophet.  

 

And, we might add to these criteria one we’ve been exploring the last few weeks— 

does this word takes us deeper into the expansive love of God, or is it taking us to a place of 

constriction? Even if our goal is just, if we don’t have love, we’re a noisy gong, a clanging 

symbol, or worse, the mirror image of the hard heart we’re challenging with our prophetic 

proclamation. That’s what Paul’s getting at today. 

 

I Corinthians 8 and this wonderful teaching about what food to eat. It might seem kind of silly 

to us, but this food thing is serious business. For the people in Paul’s time, whether or not you 

ate food sacrificed to idols involved your deepest conscience and expression of faithfulness. 

And if you think this food thing isn’t still touchy—get in a conversation with a proud meat-eater 

and a committed vegan and someone deeply converted to a plant-based diet, and you’ll see how 

fast we can be hurling judgments and assaulting one another’s conscience. These matters that 

are tender in our hearts are always at the heart of what it means to be COMMUNITY.  

 

So, Paul spells it out: “We know that ‘all of us possess knowledge.’ Knowledge puffs up, but 

love builds up. Anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary 

knowledge; but anyone who loves God is known by him.” You can have all the knowledge in 

the world, but if you don’t have love, you don’t have the necessary knowledge—which is all 

about love and being known by God in that love. 

 

Paul then walks them through the knowledge part—“No, we know that no idols really exist, 

that there’s only one real God,”—(though Paul then throws in that great aside about so-called 

gods and many gods and many lords)—“but for us there is one God—from whom are all things 

and for whom we exist—and one Lord, Jesus Christ—through whom all things are and through 

whom we exist.”  

 

Paul continues to argue that not everyone knows this, and this food sacrificed-to-idol thing 

has bothered a lot of brothers and sisters who have now come to faith, so much so that they 

think of food sacrificed to an idol as an unfaithful thing to do; it’s a matter of conscience; 

for them, to eat this food violates their conscience. Paul is clear, “Food will not bring us close 
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to God. No worse off if you don’t eat it, no better off if you do. You have the liberty to eat it, 

but be mindful that this liberty of yours doesn’t become a stumbling block to the weak. Your 

brother or sister might see you, and they look up to you who possess so much knowledge, so 

they might see you eat in the temple of an idol, and they might be encouraged to eat this 

food that, for them, goes against their conscience. And so by your knowledge, this brother or 

sister, for whom Christ died, this brother or sister who is weak is ruined. But when you sin 

against members of your family like this, and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin 

against Christ.”  

 

Then Paul makes the statement that stops us cold, “Therefore, if food is a cause of their 

falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause one of them to fall. If my liberty, my 

right, causes them to fall, I won’t exercise that choice.” Oh my, that is RADICAL; this runs 

completely counter to our love of our rights that permeates every aspect of our society. 

 

Living in COMMUNITY is always about balancing my rights and liberties with the needs of 

my brothers and sisters whose conscience leads them in a different way. Oh, can we really 

take this in? This is the balm of Gilead so needed in our world right now! 

 

So, we have the prophet whose source and word must be discerned wisely; we have this tender 

balancing of liberty and the exercise of self-restraint for the sake of love; and we have Jesus. 

 

Right after calling the first four disciples, which is right after Jesus’ wilderness vision quest, 

which is right after his baptism and the proclamation of his belovedness—right after all of this, 

Jesus and his newly minted disciples went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, 

Jesus entered the synagogue and taught. They were astounded at his teaching, for he 

taught them as one having authority.  

 

Authority—ἐξουσία—power, the power of choice, the liberty of doing as one pleases, that power 

and ability and strength with which one is endued. Jesus taught them as one having this power, 

this innate authority, and not as the scribes, not as those who examine and interpret and assess 

and arbitrate the law and all the divine authority therein.  

 

[And] 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.”  

 

Whoa, did you catch that??? The man with the unclean spirit was in the synagogue. The 

unclean spirit is among the gathered community; The unclean spirit is among us; the unclean 

spirit is within us. Oh, go back to those prophets-speaking-in-the-name-of-other-gods; it’s the 

same voice as the unclean spirit—the unclean spirits of greed, power, winning, being right—

they’re here (point out to congregation) and they’re here (point to own heart). 

 

But Jesus rebuked [the unclean spirit], saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!”  
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And the unclean spirit, convulsing him, literally tearing him, and crying with a loud voice, 

came out of him. Truly, it is costly to give up our unclean spirits; they don’t leave without 

putting up a heck of a fight. 

 

[All those gathered in that synagogue], they 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.” At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding 

region of Galilee. 

 

Back in the day, back at Mount Horeb, the people of God were terrified of that divine 

presence in its fullness, but now, but now, when they see the fullness of that divine presence 

present in Jesus, when they witness that power, that inner authority so brave and so firmly 

rooted and grounded in God, they are drawn to it; it is compelling.  

 

Just like the prophet who truly speaks the word of the LORD, just like the person of faith 

who, out of their liberty, can choose to yield their liberty for the sake of love of a brother or 

sister whose conscience is in a different place, just like Jesus who can cast out our unclean 

spirits so that we can love more fully as God loves us, ALL who walk in these ways—they are 

riveting; they are compelling; they have a way of drawing you in.  

 

So is the way of our God who is always wooing us to fall more deeply in love. 

 

In these days, when there are many, many voices calling out to us from many, many directions, 

discern wisely the voice that is calling out to you, discern wisely the words you are given to 

speak in the name of the LORD, distinguish between the knowledge you’ve been given and 

the love you are called to, tease out that liberty which is worth fighting for and that liberty 

that you are to yield, be aware of your unclean spirit and let Jesus set you free of it, THEN 

rooted and grounded in his authority, rooted and grounded in his power, get on with 

proclaiming the love that the world does not yet know. Amen.   
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