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Who speaks for God? God spoke to Moses: “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.”  Prophets are God’s mouthpieces. Whatever God has to say to God’s people passes through the mouths, the actions, the characters of the prophets. That set up the problem for God’s people from then on.  Amongst all the voices that called for their attention, who truly spoke for God?  Who had God’s authority behind their claims as to where the people should go, what they should do, who they should be?
The author of Mark’s gospel wants us to know and believe that Jesus is the ultimate successor to Moses, the final authority for what God has to tell us.  In today’s story, Mark makes the point that Jesus taught with the authority of God. By the end of his entire story, Mark says that not only does Jesus have God’s authority behind him; Jesus is God Himself in earthly substance. Whatever Jesus says, whatever Jesus teaches, whatever Jesus does, whoever Jesus is has the absolute power and authority of God behind it. Or as John’s gospel puts it: Jesus himself is God’s Word.
Of course, the people in Mark’s story never reached that conclusion.  Some, like those who gathered at the synagogue on Capernaum that day, recognized something unusual in Jesus – he taught with authority.  That was enough to spread the word that this man was worth listening to.  But no one jumped from that to proclaim him successor to Moses much less that he is the Son of God.
Mark illustrates the difficulties people had then, even with Jesus physically before them, in believing that Jesus is not only Moses’ ultimate successor but is greater than Moses.  What about us now?  God has called God’s people to spread the good news of Jesus Christ throughout the world.  Amongst all the competing voices claiming to do so, how do we know who has God’s authority behind their advice as to where people should go, what they should do, who they should be?
Authority doesn’t lie purely in an office that confers authority.  There’s the story of a young 2nd Lieutenant who didn’t have change to buy a soft drink from a vending machine.  He asked a private standing nearby if he had change for a dollar.  The private replied, “I think so; let me look.”  The lieutenant shot back, “Private, that is no way to address a superior officer.  Let’s start again – do you have change for a dollar!”  The private came to attention, saluted smartly and said, “No sir.” Authority that recognizes no connection, no relationship with another, authority that views itself as absolute and exercised only for its own benefit isn’t the kind of authority to be recognized in the body of Christ.
Who speaks for God?  It may be hard to recognize the voice of truth, when we think that we already have all the answers.  Aristotle was one of the greatest thinkers of all time.  So when he proposed that heavier objects would fall to earth faster than lighter ones, everyone believed him.  2,000 years after Aristotle, Galileo disagreed.  He called local scholars to join him at the top of the Leaning Tower of Pisa where he dropped a 10 pound weight and a two pound weight.  They both landed at the same time.  But the power of having had the answer for so long was so strong that the scholars denied what they saw and continued to believe Aristotle. There are times when those who insist, “We’ve always understood it this way,” drown out those who call us to think about our relationship with God and the world in new ways.
Any human who contends that they speak with authority needs to be heard alongside the confession that we are all in bondage to sin and cannot free ourselves. One of my sermon helpers asked if Lutherans believe in demon-possession and exorcisms.  I suppose the truthful answer is that some do and some don’t. But when we confess that we are in bondage to sin, we acknowledge that there are forces within each of us that are opposed to God’s will for us. 
The church is God’s mouth house. When we curse rather than bless, when we tear down rather than build up, when we ridicule rather than encourage, when we sow hate rather than promote love, when we seek to split the community apart rather than draw it together, we ought to question whether we speak for God or for the devil.  There is no more destructive anger than self-righteous anger.   There is no more damaging gesture than the pointing finger of judgment rather than the inviting hand of grace.
“Knowledge puffs up,” Paul writes.  “But love builds up.”  Would you rather be right or be loving?  Should the church, the body of Christ, be an exclusive club of truth tellers, or an inclusive community of grace receivers? Right doctrine is important, but right relationship has greater priority. It isn’t that we should say that anything goes, that it doesn’t matter what you believe.  But we ought to be a community of believers who first say to the world – by our words and our deeds - that the central truth is that God loves the world and everyone in it; so let’s get together and figure out how we can reflect that truth in the ways that we try to love one another – as well as those who choose not to join us in the quest.
[bookmark: _GoBack]What was new and amazing about Jesus’ authority was not just its source in almighty God, but its quality of sacrificial love for everyone.  It wasn’t an authority that overpowered people, but an authority that offered itself on behalf of people.  It wasn’t an authority that lorded over the community but one that built up the community.  That’s what you and I are called to do and to be as we follow in his footsteps.  Let’s pray for God’s forgiveness when we let our knowledge puff ourselves up and for God’s grace that God’s love may be found in us to build up one another and the world.
 



