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The gospel of Mark is designed to pose and answer the question, “Who is this?” Episode after episode, some facet of the identity of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, has been described and revealed. We are currently moving through a section in which Jesus is shown as the personification and proclaimer of the coming of the Kingdom of God.

This week’s text is a detailed story – remarkable given Mark’s tendency to be rather Spartan in his descriptions. There are a number of things to notice in this story:

· The setting across the sea, showing how Jesus’ sovereignty and authority extends into Gentile territory;

· The Gentile name of the town, the setting in the tombs, and the inclusion of the swine within the details indicates the pervasiveness of unclean; that is, this land was through-and-through ritually unclean; 

· The military construct of the language that illustrates the confrontation between Jesus and the demonic.

Hear then our text: (Mark 5:1-20)

The unmistakable conclusion from this story is that Jesus is stronger than evil. That is good news. We could probably stop there – except there are some important things which need some attention. 

I. Evil is real.

We should not make the mistake of thinking that all things are value neutral. Scripture is very clear that there is evil in the world; and the goal of that evil is to destroy us. 

This man lived a life that was characterized by torment and destructive patterns of behavior. Look at the things Mark notes in his description: he lives among the tombs, his constant screaming – both day and night, gashing himself with stones. This was a man living in torment. He was ostracized from his community. They were simply afraid of him. He was not controlled, he was unpredictable, he was crazy. You can bet the people of that town thought to themselves, “Boy, I’m glad I’m not like that guy.” 

Mark does not give us a reason for his being a prime target for the demonic – we do not know if he was participating in some sort of cultic practice that made him susceptible or if he was just a guy who was minding his own business and was spiritually attacked. 

That lack of explanation is frightening for us. We would like to think that if we are good people, that we try our best, that we do things that are good, that we should be protected from spiritual attack and that evil will leave us alone. But we do not get that assurance from Scripture; instead, Scripture suggests that on our own, we are left vulnerable and susceptible. The truth is that evil is no respecter of persons.

Further, evil is not fair. Sometimes it is subtle, sometimes it is blatant. The purpose is to destroy: to kill, to wound, to paralyze, to intimidate, to confuse, to frustrate. It shows no mercy. It grants no relief or reprieve. It is relentless in its pursuit of destruction of the individual. It gangs up – here to such an extent that it gives its name as “Legion.” Legion generally referred to a military unit of approximately 6000 troops. 

Evil is strong. The demonic attack on this man probably did not start as Jesus finds him; Mark fills us in with the detail that at one point chains and shackles could restrain him. Yet as it more and more demonic spirits took root in him to destroy him, even those restraints were useless. This is not cartoon super-villain kinds of things – this is an all-out war on this man to destroy him. The number of swine that rushed to their own destruction after the spirits attacked is an indication of the sheer number of demons that were participating in the torment of this man. The point Mark is making is that the evil torturing this man was stronger than the community’s ability to restrain it.

And, bringing things into today’s context, evil has not gone away. We only have to look at the headlines to see that evil is still encountered in every day life. Consider the number of school shootings – at each one, reporters struggle to find a reason. In the recent shooting in Lancaster, Pennsylvania – near where I grew up – the gunman was known to these children. The explanation is that he was angry with God over the loss of his young daughter nine years ago. While this may be true, it is not the whole story. Not every parent who has lost a child goes on a killing rampage. Thus, what was it that was the tipping point for this man? What would cause him to go out and take the lives of little children and then his own? 

We know, but we often do not want to say. “The devil made me do it,” has become a joke. Dana Carvey and Saturday Night Live made the “Church Lady” a parody by having her blame everything on Satan. Evil becomes the subject yet the hypocrisy of the Christian is the punchline to the joke. The problem is that demonic activity is no joke. 

We are fascinated with evil, and yet we do not take it seriously. We see it all around us. We see it in the hedonism of the MTV generation, crying out for something more yet seeking pleasure in things that destroy. And it is not just our kids and MTV: consider the popular shows – how many CSI (Crime Scene Investigation) shows are there? Watch the ads for movies this month, how many are “horror” movies?  We are fascinated and entertained by evil and are willing to watch and watch to see if we can figure it out. 

Further, evil can be individual or systemic. Systemic evil is almost too big for us to fathom. Consider the genocides in the Sudan or in Rwanda. Consider the Holocaust; and then, to really make the point, consider the academic efforts in recent years to deny that it ever happened. How can you meet a survivor of the death camps, see the numbers imprinted on their arms, hear their stories, and then say, “It never happened?”

Whether it is self-destruction or destruction of others, evil seeks to take each one of us captive. It scares us because we cannot control it. It seeks to make us captive and prevent us from worshiping God.

This is where the story of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednigo comes in. Their faithfulness is the point of the story – faithfulness even in light of the systemic evil of a command not to pray. Look at what they say to the king, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to present a defense to you in this matter. If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up.” 

II. Jesus’ coming is a decisive moment in the confrontation between God and all that would oppose him. 

Just as Scripture makes clear that evil is real, it also makes clear that there is a confrontation between God and all that would oppose him. Mark’s description here of Jesus’ arrival in this area is written as an account of a holy military operation. 

This trip is in the pattern of suzerainty – a standard and recognizable practice in the ancient world. When an emperor or king was out for conquest, it was the tradition to send ahead an ambassador or a representative to go to the other nation and present the terms of reconciliation. Normally, it involved making a demand on behalf of the king: give us this or else we will crush you. The choice was then – submit or be destroyed. Jesus’ entrance into time, into history, into this place was the suzerain coming to declare the terms of reconciliation. “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near, repent and believe the good news.” That’s it, those are the terms. 

Look again at our story. After calming the sea, the next thing is that Jesus and the disciples land on gentile soil. “And when he stepped out of the boat, immediately a man out of the tombs with an unclean spirit met him.” In other words, a military garrison approached to defend the territory. There are negotiations. First, Jesus makes the demand of the sovereign one: get out. The demon responds by appealing to the “Most High God” to avoid torment (note, ironically, that the thing feared most by evil is the very thing it inflicts on others). Second, Jesus demands that the demon reveal its name, an exercise of power over it. The demon responds with the name indicating the vast number in its ranks; so it is Jesus versus thousands of the demonic. The demon begs Jesus not to send him out of the country but to allow them to move from the man into the swine. Here’s an important phrase, “He gave them permission.” 

After giving permission, the demonic spirits do what demonic spirits do; that is, they invade the large herd of swine and immediately self-destruct. 

Mark then tells us about the townsfolk; those who had just lost their herd of swine. Those tending the swine run to town, tell this fantastic tale of what has just happened, and the people run out to see for themselves. You can imagine how this went – they had incurred a significant financial loss at the hands of this unknown person. They were angry. They meet up with Jesus and – to their amazement – the man who had been wandering among the tombs. Yet he was clean, clothed, lucid and healed. They recognize that something more powerful than themselves had just taken place; in fact, they ask the swine herders to repeat their story. 

Then, the people began to beg Jesus to leave.  He does; but as victor, not as vanquished. His victory looks very different than what we normally expect in such a military confrontation.

III. Jesus came to deliver you and deliver me.

Some of you may be thinking, “OK, so what? Mark tells us this story about how Jesus helped a man almost two thousand years ago – what does that mean to me?”

Very simply, it means this: God is not neutral when it comes to evil. Jesus came to deliver this man, he came to deliver you, and he came to deliver me from the destructive power of evil. Jesus did what we could not do. 

Let me say this again, God is not neutral. Look at the people of this region – they realize that Jesus is something new and different and powerful. They see the man who had suffered at the hands of the Legion of demons, whose life is transformed, and they are afraid. This is power in a form very different than what they expected.

If we return to the Amish community for a moment: here, too, we see a remarkable witness to the power of God over evil. Ordinarily, I don’t simply read other peoples’ material to you, but this morning I want to share with you a piece from the Dallas Morning News, by Rod Dreher:

Is there any place on earth that more bespeaks peace, restfulness and sanctuary from the demons of modern life than a one-room Amish schoolhouse? That fact is no doubt why so many of us felt so defiled – there is no more precise word – by news of the mass murders that took place there this week. If you're not safe in an Amish schoolhouse ... And yet, as unspeakable as those killings were, they were not the most shocking news to come out of Lancaster County this week.

No, that would be the revelation that the Amish community, which buried five of its little girls this week, is collecting money to help the widow and children of Charles Carl Roberts IV, the man who executed their own children before taking his own life. A serene Amish midwife told NBC News on Tuesday that this is normal for them. It's what Jesus would have them do.

"This is imitation of Christ at its most naked," journalist Tom Shachtman, who has chronicled Amish life, told The New York Times . "If anybody is going to turn the other cheek in our society, it's going to be the Amish. I don't want to denigrate anybody else who says they're imitating Christ, but the Amish walk the walk as much as they talk the talk."

I don't know about you, but that kind of faith is beyond comprehension. I'm the kind of guy who will curse under my breath at the jerk who cuts me off in traffic on the way home from church. And look at those humble farmers, putting Christians like me to shame.

It is not that the Amish are Anabaptist hobbits, living a pure pastoral life uncorrupted by the evils of modernity. So much of the coverage of the massacre has dwelled on the "innocence lost" aspect, but I doubt that the Amish would agree. They have their own sins and tragedies. Nobody who lives in a small town can live under the illusion that it is a haven from evil. To paraphrase gulag survivor Alexander Solzhenitsyn, the line between good and evil does not run along the boundaries of Lancaster County, but through every human heart.

What sets hearts apart is how they deal with sins and tragedies. In his suicide note, Mr. Roberts said one reason he did what he did was out of anger at God for the death of his infant daughter in 1997. Wouldn't any parent wonder why God allowed that to happen? Mr. Roberts held onto his hatred, purifying it under pressure until it exploded in an act of infamy. That's one way to deal with anger.

Another is the Amish way. If Mr. Roberts' rage at God over the death of his baby girl was in some sense understandable, how much more comprehensible would be the rage of those Amish mothers and fathers whose children perished by his hand? Had my child suffered and died that way, I cannot imagine what would have become of me, for all my pretenses of piety. And yet, the Amish do not rage. They do not return evil for evil. In fact, they embody peace and love beyond all human understanding.

In our time, religion makes the front pages usually in the ghastliest ways. In the name of God, the faithful fly planes into buildings, blow themselves up to murder the innocent, burn down rival houses of worship, insult and condemn and cry out to heaven for vengeance. The wicked Rev. Fred Phelps and his crazy brood of fundamentalist vipers even planned to protest at the Amish children's funeral, until Dallas-based radio talker Mike Gallagher, bless him, gave them an hour of his program if they would only let those poor people bury their dead in peace.

But sometimes, faith helps ordinary men and women do the humanly impossible: to forgive, to love, to heal and to redeem. It makes no sense. It is the most sensible thing in the world. The Amish have turned this occasion of spectacular evil into a bright witness to hope. Despite everything, a light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.
Is there darkness in your life? Do you struggle with evil and are you unable to overcome it by yourself? Do you hear voices saying, “God cannot love you because you did this?” Do you struggle with confusion, with darkness, with hopelessness? Are there pressures that seem too big for you to bear? If so, please read this passage again. We have a redeemer. We have a savior. His name is Jesus.

The delivered man begs Jesus to be allowed to come along. Jesus refuses and then issues this command, “Go home to your people and report to them what great things the LORD has done for you, and how He had mercy on you.” 

If you have been delivered, if you know the joy of Jesus’ saving grace, hear those words as the conclusion this morning, “Go home to your people and report to them what great things the LORD has done for you, and how He had mercy on you.” In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:15 prayer

10:00 offering
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