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UNCLEAN SPIRITS OR THE HOLY SPIRIT?
Mark 1:21–28

This is the time of year when the lectionary begins to wind us through the early years of 
Jesus’ ministry and mission, so that when we get to Lent we know what his intent has been and 
we’re ready to see just how passionate he is about us picking up the mantel of that mission and 
ministry.

So in the first 20 verses of Mark’s gospel, we see Jesus baptized by John the baptizer and 
filled with the Holy Spirit.  We see the calling of his first disciples, Simon and Andrew, and James 
and John.  And then they are off to Capernaum … and according to Mark, he got off to a quick start.  

The first Sabbath they were there in Capernaum, he went to the synagogue and taught.  
Mark says the elders were “astounded at his teaching because he taught as one with authority and not 
as their scribes.”  (Mark 1:21-22) 

So far, so good.  But then the trouble began.  Mark says:
“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.’” (Mark 1:23-24) 

Now, WHO was this man with the unclean spirit?  Well, Mark doesn’t say.  The fact that he’s 
there in the synagogue probably is a good indicator that he’s one of the regulars.  He’s possibly 
even one of the elders.  Our assumption then is that he looked and acted like everyone else –
reverent, righteous and respectable.

So, what “unclean spirit” did he have?  Again, we don’t know, and this is where we can 
definitely get off-track if we’re not careful.  For most of us, when we hear those words, “unclean 
spirit,” that conjures up images of the movie, The Exorcist … deranged people with wild eyes, bad 
hair, and green pea soup spewing out of their mouths.

And so, what I’d like for us to think about in the sermon today, is that this man Jesus 
confronted might not have been all that different from us, and that “unclean spirit” he had … might 
have been something we can ALL identify with.  If so, I’m hoping that by recognizing some of the 
“unclean spirits” that trouble us … we might all be possessed more and more by the Holy Spirit of the 
living God that resides right in the heart of each of us.


Listen again to what the man said: “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you 

come to destroy us?”
I’d say this man had an overly protective spirit.  He sounds like someone who can see the 

handwriting on the wall … that it wouldn’t be long before this Jesus, “who taught with authority, and 
not as their scribes,” (Mark 1:22) would soon shake the foundations of the faith and upset their 
comfortable little ways of doing things.

If I were guessing, I’d say he was one of the scribes – someone who had the most to lose and, 
therefore, the most to protect.


I had an elder in my church in Oklahoma with an overly protective spirit.  He considered 

himself one of the last remaining guardians of the “one, true faith.”  His father had been a longtime 
Presbyterian minister.  For him, the “true faith” was what he remembered his father doing and 
saying.  So, he took it upon himself to stand guard watching for any signs of heresy, then exposing 
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them first to the heretic … which, in this case, was me … and then exposing them to everyone else 
who would listen.

I could give you any number of examples, but one that stands out in particular was the time 
I introduced the Service of Wholeness and Healing on the first Sunday evening of each month.  Our 
Book of Order suggests ways of conducting the service and the Session had given its approval, and 
it actually went very well.  Of the 50 or so members of the congregation who attended, more than 
half of them came forward when the invitation was given.  But when I walked to the back of the 
sanctuary at the close of the service, there he was waiting for me.  “You’ve crossed the line this time,
Lucarelli,” he said with fire in his eyes.  “That was clearly un-Presbyterian!”

I tried to explain that the service came right out of our Book of Order and Common Worship
… but he just smirked.  If he could’ve had his way, I would’ve been looking for another church the 
next morning.

Let me make something clear here, Ed wasn’t a bad person.  On the contrary, he was an 
attorney for Halliburton and a very respected member of the community.  He was a longtime
member of the church, definitely a man of faith and integrity … someone you’d be honored to 
know.  And when we moved from Oklahoma a few years later, Ed and I parted as friends.  I loved
him as a brother in Christ and he loved me … though we obviously didn’t see eye-to-eye on quite a few
things.

I still say he had an “unclean spirit.”  He was overly protective of the faith.  And, in his zeal to 
preserve the “one, true faith” of the church from heretics like ME, he stood in the way of the gospel
that offers new life and, with it, new expressions of praise and worship.


I’ve got another one to tell you about … this one just slays me.  Peggy was an elder in Akron 

who was possessed by a spirit of pettiness.  Again, no question about it, she was a wonderful 
woman, she had grown up in the church, she was a teacher for many years in Akron’s public 
schools, she sang in the choir, and believe me, you couldn’t find a more dedicated and committed 
layperson. It’s just that she couldn’t see the big picture … always getting hung up on the little things.

Like the time our organist, after over 40 years decided to retire.  Both the organist and the 
choir director’s positions were part-time.  Our choir director had been with us for a couple of years 
and when Joyce retired, Ron offered to play the organ AND direct the choir.  What a deal!  No need 
for a search committee, not to mention the fact that Ron was well-qualified … he had taught organ
and piano students for years and had been the choir director at Springfield High School for 20 
years, for heaven’s sake.  It’s just that, when we agreed that Ron should go ahead and take on both 
roles, nobody said anything about adjusting his salary.  So, at the end of the year, he asked for more 
… not twice as much, though he could’ve made a case for that … just a modest increase.

But, instead of sailing through the Personnel Committee, Peggy, with her spirit of pettiness
wanted to review Ron’s salary on the basis of [are you ready for this?] on the basis of how many 
hours he worked!  I kid you not!  

Both the choir director and the organist positions were part-time, and Peggy figured since 
Ron was doing both, there must be some overlap of the time he spent on each.  

One of the other personnel committee members argued that you don’t pay an artist by the 
clock.  Talent isn’t supposed to be measured out in one-hour increments.  Someone else said we 
ought to be thankful to have someone of his caliber.  And another stated that Ron had been doing 
the job without complaint for 4 months … we owed it to him to pay him what he is worth!

All this, and Peggy still wasn’t convinced … and she was IN the choir!  She said, “I just don’t 
see how we can justify paying him what you’re suggesting when he doesn’t spend any more hours 
than he does at the church.”  Thankfully, the others outvoted Peggy eleven-to-one and gave Ron a nice 
raise.
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Well, these are only two examples, but you get the point: Unclean spirits are a part of 
everyday life.  We see them all the time.  They lurk within us and around us, and, like the spirit of the 
man in the synagogue that day … they stand in the way of God’s grace and love.


SO, HOW DO WE GET RID OF THEM?  
The FIRST STEP is to name them and so, expose them for what they are.


I had a friend years ago who made it a practice to name all the unclean spirits plaguing a

church.  I always thought Tom was a little radical … and bizarre … but he’d say things like, “He has a 
contentious spirit.”  Or, “She has a spirit of animosity.”  “He has a controlling spirit.”  “She has a spirit 
of jealousy.”  I don’t think Tom’s intent was to be judgmental … he was just being honest … and 
being Tom.  

These are attitudes and behaviors that can kill a church.  I’ve seen it, and you have too.  The 
first step in getting rid of them is to bring them out in the open.  Unclean spirits are like cockroaches
… when you shine a light on them they run for their lives.  Jesus put it this way:

“Those who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be 
exposed.  But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds 
have been done in God.”  (John 3:20-21)


Name the unclean spirits.  That’s the FIRST STEP.  And the SECOND STEP is to replace 

them with the Spirit of Jesus Christ.
Unclean spirits or the Holy Spirit?  They are incompatible.  You can have one or the other, 

but not both.  And this is the Good News: When the Spirit of Jesus Christ fills your mind and heart, the 
unclean spirit within you has to go … and, when it goes, a visible transformation occurs.


I remember a really weird thing that happened at the Whaley’s home.  They were members 

of my church in Oklahoma.  It happened on a Saturday night, because in church the following 
morning was when Ken shared with us the experience.  

It seems that during the night their dog started barking furiously.  Their dog doesn’t usually 
bark unless there’s a prowler or something’s wrong.  It wasn’t long before the dog settled down and 
so, Ken went back to sleep.  In the morning, when Ken went out to fetch the paper (Ken … Not the 
dog fetch the paper), he almost fell over a box sitting just outside the front door.  Inside the box 
were two car speakers that had been stolen six weeks earlier from Kenneth’s truck.  A note attached 
to them read: 

“I’m sorry that I took your speakers, but now I have repented of my sins and 
asked Jesus to forgive me. I hope you will forgive me too. I no longer take other 
people’s belongings. God has changed me. I am a new creature since I asked Jesus into 
my heart.” 

It was signed simply, “Saved.”  

It kind of reminds me of an old gospel hymn that I sang as a kid at church camp.  I just 
happen to hear it the other night when I was putting some music in iTunes.  Randy Travis sang it on 
his Glory Train CD back in 2005.  Listen to these words:

What a wonderful change in my life has been brought,
Since Jesus came into my heart!

I have light in my soul, for which long I had sought,
Since Jesus came into my heart!
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Before we wrap it up, there’s one other thing we need to do today.  And that’s to think about 
our own hearts.  What are the unclean spirits lurking around in your heart?  What do you need to 
change?  I mean … if we really are honest there are areas we need to clean up.  Unclean spirits or the 
Holy Spirit?  As I said, they are incompatible.  You can have one or the other, but not both.  

Here’s the test: Paul said the fruit of God’s Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. (Galatians 5:22-23) Does that fit you?  
Is this the way your best friends would describe you to others?  Is this how your children see 
you?  Your spouse?  Your boss?  Your parishioners? 

Listen: The secret to driving out unclean spirits is to NAME THEM and REPLACE THEM 
with the Spirit of God … and that leads to TRANSFORMATION.  

The change may be immediate, as it was with the guy who brought back the Whaley’s 
speakers.  Or it may be gradual, as, little by little, you become more like Jesus.  Either way, when the 
Spirit of the living God comes into your heart, the unclean spirits will scatter, and you’ll feel like a 
new man or new woman.  


Let us pray:

Into my heart, into my heart,
Come into my heart, Lord Jesus;

Come in today, come in to stay,
Come into my heart, Lord Jesus.

Amen and Amen.


