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“As One Having Authority” — February 4, 2018
Psalm 111:10–112:1
10 The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;
all those who practice it have a good understanding. His praise endures forever.
112:1 Praise the Lord! Happy are those who fear the Lord,

 who greatly delight in his commandments. 


Mark 1:21–28
21 They went to Capernaum; and when the sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught. 22They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. 23Just then there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit, 24and 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.” 25But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!” 26And the unclean spirit, throwing him into convulsions and crying with a loud voice, came out of him. 

27They 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.” 

28At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.


One thing to notice about the familiar verse, “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps 111:10), is that it does not say that it is the end of wisdom! Praise is mentioned in the next two lines, so it seems to be about worship. Worship is something different from, and higher than, prayer. Some people speak of true prayer, or spiritual prayer, but others use the word “worship” to refer to this higher plane.
Prayer always has some element of self-interest in it, and that’s alright, because we’ve been created human, and we will always have self-interest. But there is a higher plane, where self-interest fades away and real spiritual communion takes place. 
William Hocking speaks of this higher level when he says prayer “gives way to passivity in the discovery of an object of effortless appreciation” (The Meaning of God in Human Experience [Yale University Press, 1912], 422). Prayer, as most of us practice it, involves effort, sometimes even pain and worry, but true worship is usually effortless, and always a joy. We bask in the divine light, and receive new energy. Worship leaves us comforted and reminded that we are loved. This can be called “praise,” but the phrase “effortless attention” or even blissful attention, says more about this experience. Hocking says worship picks up on “social enjoyment, beauty,” and other kinds of joy, but “goes beyond them”; it leaves behind “all partial loves” (Meaning, 421). Successful worship results in “the actual love of God,” he says (423). Worship achieves the love of God.
With the help of a good writer from the previous century, I got quite a bit out of those two psalm verses. What about the Gospel passage? The phrase that strikes me is that people “were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes” (Mark 1:22). Of course, there is the authority of being able to cast out unclean spirits. But Jesus had some additional aura of authority.

Now the scribes had their own kind of authority. They were respected teachers; they knew the Bible. Yet their authority did not approach the special, really charismatic, authority that came naturally to Jesus. It reminds me of what the two believers on the road to Emmaus said about the risen Jesus after he departed from them: “were not our hearts burning within us while he was talking to us on the road?” (Luke 24:32). There is something indescribable about Jesus’ noble manner, his personal authority.

Now does this mean that every charismatic or persuasive person is sent by God, or is to be trusted? Not at all. Many charismatic people are charming seducers, clever manipulators. Personal charm and power are qualities that some people have. They are not inherently moral or spiritual. These qualities may be used for thoroughly selfish ends. We’ve all probably been fooled by manipulators, at some point.

So how do we judge or discern the honesty and justice of people? Through experience. We simply have to gain enough experience that we learn from our mistakes, even mistakes we have repeated. We have to develop a good sniffer, so that we can sniff out phoniness, posturing, or demagoguery. The people who become false messiahs are charismatic, in their way.
There is a TV special about David Koresh coming out. This guy must have had charisma, at least in the eyes of many people. He was able to persuade his followers that all the men in his community should be celibate, while he could sleep with numerous women and even girls. But before it reached such levels, it started out with his ability to intrigue people with his interesting interpretations of Scripture and his conversational style. He had charm and influence at this level, This was before he became a dictatorial leader. 
Too bad the people in his group were not more psychologically aware. If they had been able to notice the signs of a thoroughly selfish and manipulative personality, they could have smelled a rat, and refused to make him their leader, or gotten out before it was too late. We need some knowledge of psychology, nowadays, to detect all the tricksters and hustlers out there.
So our tools are a spiritual sense of smell, some knowledge of psychology, and most of all, life experience itself. To sum that up in biblical terms: we need spiritual discernment, wisdom, and endurance. The spiritual discernment may be primarily intuitive, but it can improve over time, and so it has an element of experience to it, too. The psychological discernment has a dimension of study and a dimension of experience, where we get better at perceiving psychological patterns. So experience is really present in all the skills I mentioned.
And this connects with what I said about worship, about effortless appreciation of God. Worship helps to awaken and sharpen our spiritual intuition. Worship also gives us enough serenity to enable our wisdom to function without our falling into psychological traps. We’re all human; we can all have our moments of paranoia, or fear reactions to particular topics or personalities.
The antidotes to psychological problems and emotional stuckness are 1) the ability to not hold grudges, 2) the assertion of faith in the course of a vigorous life, and 3) a focus on spiritual growth.

So delight in the way of the Lord. This gives you the long viewpoint, and enables you to let go of grudges. Delight in the generosity of God, which makes you want to discover more and more, and to maintain an active life. And delight in the character of Jesus, which will keep you growing spiritually.

Does this really work? Does spiritual growth really happen? It does, if you stick with it. Regarding reverence, the psalm says “all those who practice it have a good understanding” (111:10). It takes practice to develop spiritual discernment. It takes study and observation to develop psychological wisdom. And it takes the experience of living to develop endurance. You have to be patient, but spiritual growth will really happen if you follow the rules of spiritual living. Delight in the way of the Lord. Let go of grudges— which does not mean becoming an endless victim. 
Letting go of grudges opens emotional space for the joy of the Lord. God will guide you, will give you wisdom and joy. Worship will endure forever.
Truly: thanks be to God!
