
The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 5, Year B  
The Text: Mark 3:20-35
We often forget who the real enemy is.

The Scribes - that is, the experts in the Law of God, the ones who were considered among the most faithful adherents to God's word - were calling Jesus ‘Beelzebul.’ 

This name is connected to the Old Testament god ‘Baal’ which the Israelites often ended up worshipping instead of the one true God who had led them out of Egypt and brought them into his Promised Land. Their previous history with the god 'Baal' didn't go well for them. Beelzebul was a play on the name of Baal and literally meant ‘god of the flies.’

They were accusing him of being linked with this false god and also called him the prince of demons; suggesting it’s only by a demon’s power he was able to drive demons out of people.

They believed Jesus was the enemy, but they were deceived.

This is nothing new, because this is the way Satan works. Our true enemy, our true antagonist, our true adversary, deceives us into re-naming or re-labelling things. 

· He wants us to call evil good and good evil. 
· He wants us to make rules the exception and exceptions the rule. 
· He wants us to question the good purposes of God and make us feel our sin of doubt and unbelief is justified. 
· He wants us to see the faithful people of God as our enemies and the enemies of God as our friends. 
· He wants us to doubt God’s words of love, faithfulness, and forgiveness.
This is why some of God’s people, believing they are acting in love for their neighbour, are deceived into allowing, condoning or supporting many things in society, even though they may be sinful and abhorrent to God, and against his good order and will. Now God loves all sinners dearly and will forgive any sin where there is true repentance and we are called to do the same. But we cannot give the OK or blessing to sinful behaviour – instead we should support each other to resist temptation and turn away from our sins. And just because the behaviour of our neighbour may be sinful to the core, it is still not an excuse to treat them harshly and thereby commit a sin against them ourselves.

A similar deception by Satan has been rearing its head in our church in the debate over whether women are permitted to be ordained as pastors. There is nothing wrong with the debate itself and this sermon is not the place to push either side of the argument. Rather, the problem is what some are doing as a result of their convictions.

You see, many faithful people of God, who respect God’s Word (and desire to be true to it), are starting to see those who hold a different view to themselves as the enemy. As a result, they believe their own sinful behaviour of name-calling and harsh judgments toward their brothers and sisters in Christ is justified and even blessed by God. This isn't the way we should be loving our neighbour as ourselves!

And it's not just in these current issues but it happens every time people are scared that they won’t get their way (and of course, everyone wants to get their own way because everyone thinks they know best!) 

In order to get our own way, we can so easily manipulate, accuse and question each other’s motives. Sometimes we punish each other through gossip and ended relationships. Some people turn against other people, including their pastors.

Our trust for each other can then easily be questioned. And so, we can end up isolating ourselves into smaller and smaller circles of friends – that is, until one of them betrays us and holds a different view again, and so the inner circle gets smaller once more!

Even in our families, husbands and wives hurt each other when they revert to outbursts or the silent treatment. Relationships between parents and children deteriorate when they yell at each other through slammed doors. Siblings fight over favourite seats and toys, and punish each other for missing out on the last slice of cake. Because we’re hurt, we don’t want to relate to them anymore. We no longer stand united, but we're divided against each other.

So, why are we looking at so many examples of conflict in our society, church, and homes? Because of our self-focused nature, we sometimes no longer see husband, wife, mother, daughter, father, son, brother, sister, or friend when we look at each other. Instead we see one word written on their face which is reflected in all their actions: Enemy! And so that's how we treat them.

But let’s not forget who the true enemy is.

Today we hear the faithful people of God were pointing to Jesus and declaring him to be the enemy. Because of the accusations (which were very serious), his family tried to protect him and excuse his behaviour by stating he wasn’t of a sound mind! Perhaps he can get off this serious charge by a plea of insanity!

Yet Jesus wasn’t there to divide his people. He isn’t the enemy. 

Since his baptism, he’d been calling and teaching his disciples, preaching the good news to crowds, casting out demons, and healing many. This doesn’t seem to be the work of an enemy seeking to divide God’s kingdom, but rather the work of one seeking to bring forgiveness, peace, wholeness, and healing to God's kingdom!

So, when Jesus was accused of being the prince of demons, he asked, “How can Satan cast out Satan?” That would be like the kingdom of darkness and evil working against itself, and a kingdom divided or working against itself can’t stand! If anyone had been watching carefully, they would have seen the kingdom of God being built up through Jesus' work. Rather, it was anyone standing in his way who was actually working against the kingdom!

Jesus responds by warning the people of a sin which can’t be forgiven. It’s the sin against the Holy Spirit. While many ponder what on earth this means, Jesus interprets it for us. 

You see, the Scribes were accusing Jesus of being the prince of demons. What is worse, is that these people who had studied and preserved God’s word in written form were claiming they were inspired by God’s Spirit to say these things. They were identifying the greatest good of all as being something evil and from the devil.  They claimed to have authority in scriptural matters yet were saying that Jesus is Satan, even though Jesus is God’s promised Prince of peace, the Lord of life, and the very Son of God! That is absolute blasphemy! Such a sin won’t be forgiven because it is a deliberate hardening of the heart and rejection of God’s Holy Spirit. 
People who belong to God are not to blaspheme and name good as evil and evil as good. Disciples of Jesus aren’t to use the weapons of darkness to do God’s work. God’s children shouldn’t sin in order to show how faithful they are. Spirit led people don’t seek to divide and tear apart what God has brought together.

So instead of dividing the people of God (as he’s accused of doing), Jesus unites them by calling them his brothers and sisters and mothers. He builds his kingdom – not by calling people to arms, but by adopting them into his family, which is done through his restorative and reconciling work. 

For this reason, you and I aren't enemies divided against each other, but are his brothers and sisters through faith. Jesus chose to bring us into the kingdom of God and we’re now related to him because 
1) We bear his name, 
2) We've been grafted into his body through our baptism, and 
3) We've been washed in his blood and so we're related to him through his blood. 
Even if you’ve acted as the enemy of God in the past, you’re no longer an enemy of God, instead Jesus calls you his brothers and sisters. Even if you’ve been hurtful, manipulative in your relationships, someone who stretches the truth, or secretly does what is shameful, he still claims you as family. Even if you are arrogant, bloated with pride, or do not know the depths of your sin, Jesus makes us his brothers and sisters through faith in him. 

This faith changes people like you and me to bear the fruits of faith like love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness, and self-control, especially to those who are part of the family of God; and these fruits build up his kingdom. We do the will of God because of our faith in Jesus Christ, and those who do the will of God are his brothers and sisters.

So, like it or not, you and I are now related to each other, and through the forgiveness of Christ we’re no longer enemies, but are part of a loved and loving family. 

In this way Jesus Christ ‘re-labels’ us back to who he created us to be: husband, wife, father, daughter, mother, son, sister, and brother. Not because you or I deserve it, but because of what Christ has done for us, which cost him dearly. Don’t see each other as enemies, but as redeemed and forgiven people of God for the sake of Jesus Christ.

So, when countries, churches, congregations, and families threaten to break down; this shouldn’t surprise us. This is the tactic of Satan to divide and destroy every good gift God gives us. Satan wants us to question or doubt God’s goodness. But the work of God through Jesus Christ, and by the power of the Holy Spirit, is to build up the kingdom of God through unity.

It can be so easy to forget who the true enemy is. It’s not you. It’s not me. And it’s certainly not Jesus! 

The good news is that Jesus has defeated the enemies of sin, death, and also Satan. Not only this, but Jesus has also called us to be his holy family here on earth – to trust we’re loved, forgiven and served by Christ, but also to be loving, forgiving and willing to serve one another.

With God’s help, let’s not see each other as enemies, but see each other as children of God who have been graciously washed with the blood of Jesus and are now holy and innocent and blameless. 

Even if a family member sins against us, may God’s grace help us to forgive them and restore your relationship. And if we’ve sinned against a member of your family, may God’s grace give us courage to confess our sin and ask for our brother’s or sister’s forgiveness.

Therefore, with God’s help, let’s be the family of God we’ve been called to be, so that the peace of God, which surpasses all human understanding, will guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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