Freeing the Captive
Reading: Mark 5:1-20

Introduction

This week our doorbell has rung in the evenings more often than normal. Outside are kids dressed in black asking “trick or treat”. Harmless fun or something more sinister? 
Halloween originates from the Celtic and druidic Samhain festival celebrating summer’s end.  This involved gifts to placate mischievous spirits. It could also mean surrendering your virgin daughter for human sacrifice or face the consequences.
Later, the Church adapted the feast into All Hallows Eve commerating the faithful departed. Festivities as we knew it developed in the nineteenth century when witches also entered the picture – Halloween being the most important witches’ Sabbaths.

How should Christians react? The Bible doesn’t speak directly about Halloween, but some biblical principles apply. One thing is clear - all pagan practices are to be avoided. Witchcraft, occult practices, sorcery, etc. are strictly forbidding in the Bible.

Being a sorceress was a capital offence under the Old Testament Law (Exodus 22:18). And Christians are warned against such practices.
The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft … . I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God.
Gal 5:19-21

I’m not suggesting that a small child dressing up in black and wearing a pointed conical hat is involved in the occult. But I am concerned about the acceptability of such practices and the danger this poses for the unwary. 

Ouija boards, fortune telling, horoscopes and the like are all part of the occult. We need to be on our guard. At an extreme end of the scale there is Satanism and witchcraft. But any occult practices can have bad effects on those who practice them. 
Testimonies of people who have come to Christ out of such darkness are a great encouragement. Doreen Irvine, for example, was once a prostitute, heroin addict, queen of witches for Europe, satanist and a victim of abominable practices ... but was released by the power of God. This stuff is real, but so is God’s power. Hallelujah!
Jesus during his earthly ministry encountered demonic opposition. So did the early church. The passage from Mark’s Gospel shows what happened on one such occasion.

Satanic Reality

Verses 1,2

1 They went across the lake to the region of the Gerasenes. 2 When Jesus got out of the boat, a man with an evil spirit came from the tombs to meet him.
Jesus is confronted with a man with an evil spirit. Possibly the storm Jesus and his disciples encountered was demonically inspired.
The New Testament records many cases of demonic possession or better demonization. 
Modern psychology has largely discredited belief in demonic forces – mainly as a result of their humanistic pre-suppositions.  However, many missionaries and front-line Christian workers will testify to the reality of demonization in their experience.

Biblically, demons are fallen angels who sinned against God and who are now continually work evil in the world.

There are two main references to the rebellion in the angelic world – 2 Peter 2:4 and Jude 6.

For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment;
And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.

This is probably the origin of demons, although some look to Genesis 6:1-4 for an explanation. But whatever their origin, the New Testament treats their existence as a reality.
Verses 3-5

3 This man lived in the tombs, and no one could bind him any more, not even with a chain. 4 For he had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet. No one was strong enough to subdue him. 5 Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.
An extreme case. Not every instance is like this. But there are behavioural issues.
· Estrangement from society – forced or voluntary (3)
· Supernatural strength (3,4)
· Crying out (v5)

· Self-harm (v5) The function of demon-possession is to distort and destroy the image of God in man.
All human remedy had failed.

In other instances we find demon-possession manifesting itself in illness – Matt 9:32 & Mark 9:17 (dumbness) & Matt 12:22 (blindness and dumbness)
Verse 6

When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and fell on his knees in front of him.

To the above, we may add spiritual awareness and a reaction to the presence of Jesus. And related to this reactions to Gospel preaching. Cf Mark 1:21-28.
We are not told what the origin of the problem had been.

Sexual immorality – Mary Magdalene

Occult involvement
Pagan religion
Family history

Curses
Horror movies
Saviour’s Response

Verses 7,8

7 He shouted at the top of his voice, "What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? Swear to God that you won't torture me!" 8 For Jesus had said to him, "Come out of this man, you evil spirit!"
Jesus’ response was to command the evil spirit to come out of the man.

This produced a striking reaction.

· Recognition of who Jesus was – divinity not just Messiah.
· Physical reaction – speaking through the man

· Fear

· An attempt at bargaining – or some attempt to gain an upper hand.
· An ironic use of the “God”
Verses 9,10
9 Then Jesus asked him, "What is your name?"  "My name is Legion," he replied, "for we are many." 10 And he begged Jesus again and again not to send them out of the area.
Continuing dialogue.

Request for a name, ie for the nature of the demonic hold.
A reply indicating that there are many demons present – a confession of human impotence in the face of an army of evil. 
More bargaining.

Rather than a territorial attachment, we see from Luke 8:31 they feared the Abyss – the place of confinement of evil spirits awaiting judgement. Cf Rev 20:1ff.
Most gospel accounts refer to a single demon. Mary Magdalene had seven demons. But this is an extreme case with extreme symptoms. These include loss of identity.
Verses 11-13

11 A large herd of pigs was feeding on the nearby hillside. 12 The demons begged Jesus, "Send us among the pigs; allow us to go into them." 13 He gave them permission, and the evil spirits came out and went into the pigs. The herd, about two thousand in number, rushed down the steep bank into the lake and were drowned.
A bizarre twist to the tale.

The demons know Jesus isn’t going to let stay in the man.

After further negotiation, they are allowed to enter a herd of pigs which commit suicide.

Why did Jesus allow this? Sometimes in the gospels the expelled demon spent his force on a last attack on the patient.

Sanity Restored

Verses 14,15
14 Those tending the pigs ran off and reported this in the town and countryside, and the people went out to see what had happened. 15 When they came to Jesus, they saw the man who had been possessed by the legion of demons, sitting there, dressed and in his right mind; and they were afraid.
The outcome was the man ends up dressed and in his right mind.

Modesty and self-respect is restored.

Agitation and restlessness dealt with.

Sanity is restored.

A wonderful deliverance.

Society’s Reaction

Verses 16,17

16 Those who had seen it told the people what had happened to the demon-possessed man—and told about the pigs as well. 17 Then the people began to plead with Jesus to leave their region.
When Jesus works in a community there are a variety of reactions.

· Fear – they are aware of supernatural powers.

· But, Jesus is threatening to make an impact on their lives.

· Uncertainty

· Concern for their economic well-being.

Two thousand pigs would cost a lot of money.

The saddest part of this story is that Jesus complied with their request and left.

Sanity Restored (continued)

Verses 18-20
18 As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him. 19 Jesus did not let him, but said, "Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you." 20 So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him. And all the people were amazed.
The man, quite naturally, wanted to go with Jesus. Jesus, however, wanted him to re-enter society, to live a normal family life, to witness to what had happened.

Every time people saw him he would be a reminder of the Christ they had rejected.

He obeyed Jesus in what would be a lonely and difficult task.
He would have to carry the stigma of what he once was for a long time.
But what a witness he was. He shared his testimony in the ten towns in the area.

Here is a challenge for us. What has Jesus done for us & are we telling others about it?
Conclusion

This story demonstrates the victory of Christ over evil forces and the liberating power of the Kingdom of God.

In view of all this, how as Jesus’ disciples are we to respond.  Passages from Acts are helpful here. The ministry of Philip the evangelist  and Paul the apostle show a continuing of the ministry of Jesus.

5 Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Christ there. 6 When the crowds heard Philip and saw the miraculous signs he did, they all paid close attention to what he said. 7 With shrieks, evil spirits came out of many, and many paralytics and cripples were healed. 8 So there was great joy in that city.
Acts 8:9-24
16 Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling. 17 This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, "These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved." 18 She kept this up for many days. Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around and said to the spirit, "In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!" At that moment the spirit left her.
Acts 16:16-19

11 God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, 12 so that even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them. 

Acts 19:11-12

A challenge to us to holy living and a willingness to engage in spiritual warfare. 
We must avoid entanglement with the forces of evil on the one hand and actively learn to engage in spiritual warfare on the other. With the apostle Paul we can gladly say,

3For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. 4The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds.
2 Cor 10:3-4

Truly incarnational ministry will mean allowing the indwelling Christ to use us to release the captives in His name. Amen! 
