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Well, how that’s for a cheery gospel story?  

It’s still very early in Jesus’ ministry,  
yet he’s attracting so many people  

they’ve crammed the neighborhood  
‘til he and his brand new disciples can’t even sit down for a sandwich. 

Some have come to admire and listen,          
  some doubtless some have come to be healed, 

but others have come because they think Jesus      
  has gone over the edge and they just want to watch. 

His worried family swoops in for reasons that are not really very clear   
as religious authorities show up from Jerusalem   

to take in this rabbi phenom,  
who teaches and heals with such authority  

that he’s mobbed at every turn. 
It’s obvious that Jesus’ actions and presence have tremendous power, 

but the scribes see only things to fear not things to admire. 
They can’t sort out where such ability could be coming from, 

so they decide he must be in league with the devil 
and have an unclean spirit of his own.  

While Jesus argues with them, his family rush out  
to try and whisk him out of sight.  

The clergy and the seminary professors want to lock him up;  
the family just wants to hide him safely away.  

Meanwhile, he deals with all of it, 
announcing that, no, he’s not working for the devil; 

people who are blind to the power of the Spirit  
have set themselves apart from God for life, 
 and his mother, brothers and sisters aren’t his family after all, 
  just those who fully embrace        

    the disturbing things he’s just said! 
 

This wonderfully offensive story doesn’t seem right 
for a Sunday when we’re planning 

to troop outside to dedicate a peace pole. 
It is about as far from peaceful as a story can be.  

It’s offensive, writes commentator Jill Duffield,  
because in short order Jesus “rebuffs his family…. 

thumbs his nose at those in religious leadership… 
compares himself to one who breaks into someone's home,  

ties up the owner and steals.”  
She goes on to admit that if she’d been there 
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she, too, might have thought Jesus was out of his mind.  
“I am happy to go to worship on Sunday,” Duffield writes,  

I even read my Bible on the airplane, but I don't want anyone  
to think of me as one of those crazy Christians.”  

What she might have said, though it would have been far more alarming,    
  is that she’s not sure she wants to be that obedient. 
 
As is often true of scripture,  

things here are upside down and backwards. 
   

The people who ought to know the most about Israel’s faith 
   don’t understand that Jesus is God’s person through and through. 
  Family, who ought to know who we are better than anyone 
   think Jesus needs their protection  

and try to restrain their son and brother, 
     either to shield him from the authorities 
      or maybe to protect him from himself. 
 And our narrator Mark, who is often said  

to be the least arty of the gospel writers, 
 leaves all kinds of things hanging, 
  such as how the scribes reacted to Jesus teaching 
   and how his startled family must have felt.   
Of all the people who are part of this story, only Jesus  
 is confident about who he is and what he’s doing 

as he invites those around him and us  
to embrace a costly obedience. 

 
Mark, of course, has not lost command of his story at all. 
 This is the first instance in his gospel 
  of a device that he’s going to use again and again, the sandwich. 
   He sandwiches his stories on purpose, 

putting one event right in the middle of another. 
 

In this morning’s story, Mark’s sandwich—  
the bread on either side—is family. 
 They come out “to restrain” Jesus (3:12)  

when the crowds begin to get thick. 
 Maybe they heard people saying he was crazy 
  or maybe they thought he was becoming too obsessed.i 
   It really isn’t possible to tell.   

Because just then the story shifts to the meat, 
the attack from the clerics who ought to know better. 

Jesus deals with them with staccato stories  
about the fate of kingdoms and families  

that are divided against themselves.  
  Kingdoms and families that are at each other  

aren’t going to be able hold together.   
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    Not even the Devil can overcome corruption from within. 
 
Then Jesus startles with a story that hints 

that far from being some kind of corrupt insider,  
he is like someone who sneaks inside a house 

to tie up a strong owner who never saw it coming. 
These stories are the first parables that Jesus uses  

for teaching in the gospel of Mark. 
 Like the sandwich device, they set the scene 
  for how Jesus is going to teach much of the time 

and how Mark is going to show him doing it. 
Parables are meant to make the listener stop and ponder 
 just what they’re really about and what they mean. 
Next Sunday our Music Director Steve Lawrence 
 is going to lead us in a hymn festival on the parables 
  and you’ll hear more about how parables are intended 
   to open the listener in new ways. 

For now what matters is how perfectly Jesus parables to the scribes 
 both clear and muddy the waters at the same time. 
  After all, he could have just told them.  

“Nonsense. I’m no more an agent of Satan than you!” 
 Or could he? That very uncertainty is part of the point. 

Instead he ends with the words about blaspheming the Spirit, 
blaspheme meaning to speak irreverently  

about God or about sacred things. 
 Part of what Jesus is announcing is that the Spirt of God 
  is exactly where his power comes from and not the Devil.  

It is God’s Spirit working in and through him 
that gives him his ability to heal  

and makes his words magnetic to everyone, 
those who approve and those who don’t. 

   People who dispute that the Spirit of God is at work 
are committing an ultimate offense. 

 
The preacher, John Wesley once said in a sermon,         
 “How immense is the number in every nation 
  throughout the Christian world of those  

who have been more or less distressed 
  on account of this scripture.”ii 
My own thought is that if you’re worried that you’ve blown this one 
 you’re probably not in danger. 

Think of it this way: 
Jesus makes two incredible sweeping assertions,  

the first of which is grace upon grace upon grace. 
He says, people will be forgiven for their sins. 
 Stay with that for just a moment  

before moving on to the second assertion, 
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that the only unforgiveable thing  
  is announcing the Spirit has no forgiving grace to offer.  

 
We can see it in the story: The religious elites see immediately  

that Jesus is utterly extraordinary, 
   yet they choose to attribute his authority  

to the very opposite of God, 
     much the way many people ascribe remarkable things  

to anything other than God’s presence or action. 
  Often when we have a blessing, a windfall, a respite, a chance, a reprieve, 

an experience of wholeness, or healing, or relief  
may not be received as the Spirit’s gift  

but a lucky coincidence, the result of good timing, 
  a really good doctor or lawyer or accountant, or teacher, 

or a reward for one’s own efforts.  
Usually we do this because we’re modest; 

we can’t see ourselves as worthy of divine notice.  
That is not irreverence, not blasphemy, 

though in light of this scripture it is unthinking and unwise,   
  for your first thought to be that God is not at work for you. 

What Jesus is warning of is  
walking around completely convinced  

there is no such thing as God’s life-giving Spirit,  
on the loose and at work in the world, dispensing grace 

and that people who think that it is so are just preachy 
 or hopeful, or cock-eyed optimists, or gullible,  

or dumb, or fools—or crazy. 
  People who doubt or wrestle with their faith  

are probably less in need of Jesus’ warning.  
    It’s smug certitude that there is no grace,   

that cuts one off from grace. 
Yes, the saying is still incredibly disturbing, or as Duffield puts it, “offensive.” 
  “Jesus is offensive,” she writes. “He comes to make clear  

that our loyalty to God trumps all other loyalties,  
including those we've long held sacred. 

Jesus is offensive. He tells the nice, respected, revered religious leaders  
they are not only misguided, they are instruments of evil.  

Jesus is offensive. He comes like a thief in the night  
to upend the rule of those long in power.  

Jesus is offensive. He gets close to crowds, calls tax collectors,  
touches the unclean and eats with sinners.  

Jesus is offensive. He speaks the truth to those in power, to us, to all.  
Jesus is offensive because he refuses to go along to get along,  

to bow down to long-accepted norms,  
to allow cultural or familial expectations to thwart his mission…”  

which is nothing less than “overthrowing an old, evil, oppressive order  
to usher in God's divine one.”iii 
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Finally comes the other piece of bread,  

Jesus’ family, wanting to hustle him away.  
I have to say this is such a realistic detail that it’s got to be a fact,  
 because it is so like family to see us yet not see us at the same time.  
  But here it is in our oldest gospel, as they try to get to him   

only to discover they can no longer get close. 
   The door to the house has been shut  

and those who thought they were insiders by virtue of their position,  
—the religious elites and his own family— 

are not on the inside at all.  
His family, he says, are not his blood relations. 

His mother and brothers and sisters are those who are act for God.  
It is another thing I sometimes wish Jesus had never said. 
 It adds up to obedience, an obedience I fall short of  
  and need to confess continually,  

and I’m guessing I am not alone. 
I take heart, though, in remembering that Jesus has just said 
 that all sins are forgivable, except the attitude  
  that there is nothing the Spirit need forgive. 
 
One of the things that we as a church will be doing in the coming weeks 
 is training of our newest batch of elders and deacons. 
  They’re going to stand in front of you soon and take vows 
   to do God’s will as best they can with God’s help,  

knowing full well that they can’t do it and        
  they’ll have to rely on the Spirit  

  both in taking the vow and seeking to fulfill it. 
In fact teaching them and myself and all of us  

to rely on and trust God’s Spirit  
is the main thing that Teaching Elders and ministers do. 

Before the new officers can be ordained and installed  
they will share their faith stories with the rest of the session. 

Hearing those stories over the years 
 has been one of the most moving experiences 

 of my ministry, and I think other church officers would say the same. 
Very often a new officer will say that the church has been like a family, 
 and I know what they mean,  

church has been a place of acceptance, of growth, of support, 
 of challenge, of love, of care, all the things a family is supposed to be. 

Please don’t get this wrong, but I confess I always wince just a little 
 when such things are said, not because it isn’t meaningful, 
  but because, as Jesus makes clear in our story today 

 family matters at God’s house are vastly different       
  from family matters at home. 

We as a church are a family not because  
of the comfort and care we find here, 
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 but because of the obedience we offer. 
  Together we look for God’s Spirit to guide us in all that we do. 
   May we trust and rejoice in that fierce grace forever. AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Suggested by Brueggemann et al in Texts for Preaching Year B, Westminster John Knox Press, p. 381ff. 
ii Quoted by William Placher in Mark, his commentary in the series Belief, A Theological Commentary on 
the Bible, Westminster John Knox Press, p. 62 
iii Jill Duffield, “Looking Into the Lectionary,” The Outlook, June 3, 2018. 

                                            


