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C. S. Lewis wrote the following in the preface to his classic, The Screwtape Letters:

There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and hail a materialist and a magician with the same delight.


A third error today is to believe in the existence of demons but live as if they do not exist.  This is perhaps the largest group among evangelical believers today, who often take the demonic realm lightly.  While the believer should not have an unhealthy interest in the demonic, we must remember that Satan and his demons still exist today.  They are the same fallen angels that the man in our story faced, attempting to wreak havoc and destruction on God’s creation, man in particular, until the day of our Lord’s return.  These demons have already been defeated by the death, burial, and resurrection of our Lord.  But while demons are a desperate and defeated lot, they continue to seek battle with Christ and His kingdom.  While it is difficult for us to understand how or why God allows Satan and his minions to do their evil works, we should trust that even this is so that His glory might be displayed.  


Most of us have probably never seen a demon, or even a person possessed by a demon.  As we noted earlier in our study in Mark, this demonic activity reached its height while Jesus was on this earth.  We might expect that would be the case.  If Satan could get Jesus to fall, then he had accomplished his goal.  This shows the twisted mind of Satan.  He had no hope.  Even if Jesus had sinned and redemption was unavailable for anyone, the wrath that awaits Satan was certain and unchangeable at the hands of a just God.  The only difference would be that all of mankind would share that wrath with him.  You see, that is his goal.


However, the activity of Satan and his demons is under the restraint of God.    They are not free to choose who they will possess or when and how they will do it.  That is why the Christian need not fear or have unhealthy curiosity about the demonic.  Again, while we might not be able to understand it clearly, God is sovereign over all things, including Satan and the demonic.    We see that clearly demonstrated in our story this morning with Christ as well.  Not only does Jesus have authority over the natural things in His creation, like the wind and the sea, but over the entire supernatural realm as well.  We learn from our text this morning not only that Jesus is sovereign over evil forces but we also see His power to transform the harm that they have done, whether it be directly, as is the case in our story, or indirectly in their influence over the world today. 

I.  The Story of a Gerasene Man (5:1-13)


We last saw Jesus in a boat on the Sea of Galilee with His disciples.  They had come through the great storm that Jesus had led them into to test their faith.  What the disciples saw in Jesus on that night amazed them.  He had authority over nature – His nature.  Even the winds and the waves obeyed His command.  The journey on that night began with the purpose of going to the other side of the Sea of Galilee.  Just as Jesus had a purpose for the disciples on that night, so he had a purpose for going to the other side.


1.  The place Jesus landed (v. 1)


There is disagreement among scholars as to the exact location of the place that Jesus went ashore on the other side of the Sea of Galilee.  This uncertainty arises from the difficulty in the Greek texts from which our English translations are derived.  Matthew’s account is translated “Gadara” in some versions and “Gargasa” in others (8:28) while Mark (5:1) and Luke (8:26) are translated “Gerasa” in some versions and “Gadara” in others.  The problem is that Gerasa, or Geraser, is way down southeast and 35-miles inland, which would take roughly two days to reach.  Gadara is about seven miles inland, again in the southeast. Then there is a town on the northeast shore called Gargasa, which the early church historians Origen and Eusebius commonly held to be the place.  It is likely that the entire region, or “country” as Matthew calls it, was a very loose designation called Gadara and these towns were part of the region.


While the exact location might be difficult to pinpoint, Mark tells us that it was in the region of “the Decapolis” (v. 20), which means “Ten Towns,” although there is disagreement again as to which ten towns made up this region.  But there are some things we know about the Decapolis.  First, it had never been a Jewish territory.  It was not part of the Holy Land.  So these people would have been unfamiliar with Jewish customs, laws, and religion, particularly as it related to the covenant God had made with Israel.  This, of course, explains the pigs.  For a Jew, a pig was unclean and this region was full of them.  There were actually pig farms with pig herders.  Pigs were very much a part of the economy in this region.  As Geoff Thomas remarks, “So unclean Decapolis was a region without the influences of Old Testament covenants, laws and promises.  There was no Sabbath rest in Gerasa, no sacrifices and no hope of a Messiah coming to save them and bruise the serpent’s head.  This was the pagan world where the devil roamed freely, holding people captive.”
 


But not only were the Gerasenes captive to Satan and his minions, but they had been under the bondage of Roman rule for over a century.  The region was conquered by Pompey in 63 BC and was then occupied by Roman legions.  A legion was a Roman military organization consisting of about six thousand infantrymen.  They were known for their vast numbers, complex organization, invincible strength, and relentless oppression.
  The people of this region thought Rome to be the devil and were enslaved by Roman power.  


But our description of the place that Jesus landed does not end there.  Mark tells us that they come to a graveyard.  These graveyards were found outside the city on the cliffs by the sea.  Tombs were cut into the cleft of the rocks.  It was a place that was not frequented by people at any time except for burials.  But it was even more abhorrent to a Jew because it was a place of contamination.  The Old Testament required a period of seven days of cleansing after coming into contact with the dead.  The penalty for failure to do so, according to Numbers 19, was to be cut off from Israel.  Rabbinical tradition added that you were not allowed to touch the pillow or the mattress on which a dead person lay.
  So we see that great care would be taken when a Jew approached a graveyard to guard against becoming contaminated.  Yet, in spite of Gesara’s irreligion, legions, pigs and graveyard, this is the place that Jesus purposefully went. 


2.  The man Jesus met (vv. 2-5)


Matthew has two men meeting Jesus on this occasion (Matt. 8:28).  According to Calvin, Augustine believed that there were two men, but Mark and Luke both record only the one man because he was more well-known and his condition was more deplorable which made the miracle performed on him more remarkable.  Calvin believed that Augustine’s claim was probable in explaining this apparent contradiction.
  


So Jesus encounters this man.  Mark notes, first of all, that the man was “from the tombs” and “had his dwelling among the tombs.”  However, this had not always been the case with this man as Luke tells us that he was “from the city… not living in a house, but in the tombs” (8:27).  Luke’s account also says that the man was naked, that he “had not put on any clothing for a long time.”  This man’s home was the graveyard.  And there he lived, naked and cold, with the stench and uncleanness of the dead.


The reason that this man was put out of the city was that he had “an unclean spirit,” a demon that had possessed him.  We have seen other occasions in Mark where a demon possessed and individual, taking control of their thoughts and influencing their actions.  But we have not encountered an individual to this point that outwardly showed demonic possession like this man.  In the demoniac, we see the power and darkness associated with evil.  The townspeople had put this man out of the city because of his actions.  They bound him with shackles and chains in an effort to protect themselves from him.  Perhaps they even bound him to protect him from self-destruction.  And yet, he was unable to be bound by any man.  The supernatural power of the demons was beyond a man’s comprehension.  This man would shatter the chains and fetters from his hands and feet.  “No one was strong enough to subdue him.”

But we notice that this was not the thoughts and actions of the man.  He was being controlled.  He was in utter agony, screaming at the top of his lungs because of the constant torture of the demons.  He would take sharp pieces of rock and cut himself, lacerating himself, causing open wounds that would become infected and add to his agony.  To the people of Gesara, this man was a monster.  He embodied evil and wickedness beyond comprehension, so much so that even the irreligious people of Gesara wanted nothing of him.  When we think of the most wicked men that have lived on this earth, the Hitler’s and the Hussein’s and the Judas Iscariot’s, this man perhaps outranked even them in wickedness.  This is the man that Jesus met, one of the most dark and depraved individuals that ever lived.


We must not lose sight of the fact that the disciples are present with Jesus.  They had just come through the storm with Him and come to the other side at His command.  All was calm and peaceful as they approached the bank that day.  And what must they now be thinking, coming to this unclean, despicable place and encountering this demonically deranged man?  They must have thought, “Jesus, is this what you wanted to come over here for?”


3.  The actions of the demoniac (vv. 6-9)


Given the nature of this man’s possession, we would be right to conclude that in v. 2, when the demoniac rushed to meet Jesus, it was not to formally introduce himself and have a time of fellowship with Christ.  He was in a very real sense rushing Jesus, seeking to cast himself upon Him.  But notice what happens in v. 6.  Rather than pouncing Him with hostile intent, “He ran up and bowed down before Him.”  Some deduce that this is the man bowing to Christ and pleading His mercy.  But that does not seem to fit the context.  A better conclusion is that Jesus is in complete control of both the man and the demons.  He literally stops the demoniac in his tracks.  We see this born out in the fact that the demoniac immediately goes from and offensive to a defensive posture.  They cry out, “What business do we have with each other, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I implore You by God, do not torment me!”  Again, the man is entirely passive at this point.  He has no control over the situation as he is inhibited by the demons.  We see in the words of the demons both the recognition of who Christ is as well as their submission to His divine prerogative in sentencing them to an eternity of torment.  Their request was born out of Jesus’ command for the demons to come out of the man.  As Edmund Hiebert notes, “While capitulating to His divine authority, the demon sought to soften the fate awaiting him at the word of Jesus.”


Rather than answer their feeble attempt to save themselves from their destiny, Jesus asks what to us seems an unusual question, “What is your name?”  We cannot be certain whether Jesus asked the man or the demon this question.  If the question was addressed to the man, this can be taken as Jesus’ seeking to get the man to recognize his identity and to distinguish himself from the controlling demons.  But given that the appeal had been made by the demons, it seems that Jesus is responding to them.  If this is the case, then Jesus was asking them their name to bring the desperate situation of the man out into the open, perhaps to enlighten His disciples of the man’s plight.  


His response, “He said to Him, ‘My name is Legion; for we are many.’”  We pick up on the man’s spiritual schizophrenia.  “My name is Legion,” singular, “for we are many,” plural.  His reply indicates the depth of his misery.  He is under the control on not just one demon, the spokesman, but of an entire host, a Legion.  The name refers to the legions of Roman soldiers that numbered 6,000 per legion.  The demoniac’s name does not mean that the man literally had 6,000 demons, but it figuratively denotes a battle between these powers of evil and Jesus, a battle of which they knew the outcome, and of occupation.  Just as the Roman legions occupied and ruled in Gesara, so these demons occupied and ruled in this man.  What we see here is that this man, possessed by the demons, had totally lost his identity.  

4.  The request of the demons (vv. 10-13)


The admission of defeat is seen in the request of the demons.  “He (‘He’ being Legion” began to implore Him earnestly not to send them out of the country.”  Luke says, “They were imploring Him not to command them to go away into the abyss” (8:31).  Matthew has them asking, “Have You come here to torment us before the time?” (8:29).  Their plea not to have Jesus send them into the abyss before their time is a reference to their impending destruction in the lake of fire, that place that has been reserved for them and the lost for eternal judgment under the wrath of God.  It is a desperate cry for Jesus to spare them.  Their request for Him not to send them out of the country shows that they are at home in the dark, dreary stench among death and destruction.


They then notice the pigs, “a large herd of swine feeding nearby on the mountain.”  They cry out, “Rather than send us out of the country, ‘Send us into the swine so that we may enter them.”  Their request demonstrates their intention to destroy the creation of God.  They had been halted in their attempt to destroy this man and they hope to have their purposes fulfilled in destroying the swine.


Somewhat strangely to us, Jesus grants their request.  They come out of the man, enter the swine, and 2,000 of the swine rush down into the sea and drown.  The pigs drown, not the demons.  It is probably a good thing that PETA was not around!  Why did Jesus allow this?  First, Jesus knew that the time had not yet come for the ultimate judgment of the demons.  His triumph over the demons on this occasion does not yet put an end to Satan’s power.  He still roams about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he might devour.  But Jesus’ triumph on this occasion served as a visible pledge to the man and, perhaps more importantly to his disciples, that definite triumph awaited at the appointment of God.  Therefore, Jesus allows them to continue their destructive work, but not upon a man.  But a second reason that Jesus allowed this to happen in this way was for the man whom they had possessed.  The departure of the demons into the swine and their consequent drowning served as visible proof to the man that they were gone, never to return to him.  

5.  The result in the man (v. 15) 


No more chains, no more fetters, no more nakedness, no more living among the dead.  This man had been set free  .In v. 15 we find the man “sitting down, clothed and in his right mind.”  As we mentioned earlier, this man, when possessed by the demons, would have ranked at the top of the list of depraved men.  But while he was beyond the wickedness that most men will ever demonstrate in their lives, he serves as a picture of all men apart from salvation in Christ.  He was at enmity with God, a hater of God, dead in trespasses and sins, walking according to the ways of the world and the flesh and by nature a child of God’s wrath.  He was naked before God as all men are apart from Christ, a picture the unrighteousness of man.  You remember that a consequence of Adam and Eve’s sin was that they realized that they were naked and ashamed.  They had lost their clothing; they had no righteousness.  God asked them, “Who told you that you were naked?”  Their sin caused their eyes to be opened to their unrighteousness and their conscience’s revealed the sinfulness and unrighteousness in their soul.  Sin had driven the demoniac to utter despair and insanity.


But now we find him a totally different man.  Jesus had intervened.  He is now “sitting down,” not frantically and fanatically running about in madness.  He is sitting at Jesus’ feet, a position of submission and worship.  He is now “clothed” with the righteousness of Christ, no longer naked but clad in a robe of righteousness.  He is now “in his right mind,” having his senses and rational, no longer self-destructive because he has been delivered from the chains and shackles of sin.  Simply put, this man had been made normal by Jesus.  But more than that, he was at peace with God.  He had been transformed by the almighty power of Jesus Christ.  


This should bring great hope to those who think that they are beyond hope.  I often encounter people in sharing the gospel that have an attitude of despair, somehow thinking that their sin is to great for Jesus to forgive.  Perhaps that describes some here this morning.  You might have the attitude, “Pastor Todd, you don’t understand the grip that evil has on my heart.”  And you are probably correct.  I don’t know, but Jesus does.  I would remind you this morning that if Jesus saved this man, then He can save you.  His atoning work on the Cross is sufficient to cleanse you of all unrighteousness and will if you truly repent of your sin and flee to Him, trusting that He alone can save you from your sin.

II.  The Responses of the Gerasene People (5:14-20)


Given this story, we would think that the people in Gesara would be relieved.  We would expect great excitement from them when they see that this lunatic had been set free from his oppression.  We might have expected that revival would break out all over the Decapolis and that people would flee to Christ.  But notice the responses.


1.  The response of the people (vv. 14-17)


It did not take long for the word of what happened to spread.  The men who normally tended the pigs must have seen what happened and I would presume that they were probably not very pleased.  Their focus at this point was not on the miracle of Jesus in setting this man free from the bondage of the demons but on the fact that they had just lost 2,000 of pigs!  Their bosses would not be very happy with them for losing the pigs.  Their profits just drown in the lake!  As we noted earlier, pig farming was an important part of the overall economy in the region.  It was big business.  The swine were slaughtered for salt pork that was sold to the Roman legions.  Remember, a legion consisted of 6,000 men and there was more than one legion in the town.  Divvy that up at three meals a day and that is a lot of salt pork.  The herdsmen were anxious to make sure their owners knew that Jesus was the cause of the pigs drowning.  So they make sure that everyone knows, “Their herdsmen ran away and reported it in the city and in the country.”

And the people come and what do they find?  First, they see Jesus.  He is still there, waiting for them, giving them every opportunity to come to Him.  But there attention quickly turns from Jesus to the man, who Mark is very careful to describe as “the man who had been demon-possessed… the very man who had had the legion.”  And what do they notice about him?  He was now “sitting down, clothed and in his right mind.”  This man, who the day before was a danger to himself and society.  This man, who was out of his own control and under the control of the demons.  This man who had totally lost his senses and was a raving lunatic.  This man who had once lived in the city but had been relegated to a life among the dead.  There he sat, at the feet of Jesus, no clothed and in his right mind.  


Again, one would think that this would cause great joy.  Yes, we would expect them to be sad because of the loss of their pigs.  That would be natural.  But what about the man?  We might think that they would at the very least ask Jesus questions concerning the occasion.  But the people were not even curious.  No, “they became frightened” at the absolute transformation of the man.  This should come as no surprise to us.  On the night previous to this, what was the response of Jesus’ own disciples when He calmed the storm?  “They became very much (what?), afraid” (4:41).  Just as the disciples asked the question, “Who then is this, that even the wind and the sea obey Him?” these people have the question, “Who is this man who has authority even over a legion of demons?”  And they became frightened.


Those who witnessed the event now attempt to explain what they saw to the crowds who had gathered.  Mark says, “Those who had seen it described to them how it had happened to the demon-possessed man, and all about the swine.”  The crowd forgets all about the man who had terrorized them and who is now in his right mind and are more worried about what happened to their pigs.  This shows that they certainly did not understand man’s need.  As Sinclair Ferguson points out, “They did not understand the depths of man’s need, or the costliness to Christ for the salvation of men.  To ‘save’ Legion would ultimately cost the Lord Jesus his life.  The loss of these pigs was incidental by comparison.  But they valued their pigs more than Legion’s salvation… more than their own salvation, and more than they valued Legion’s Saviour.”


Their rejection is seen further in their fear.  While the fear of the disciples was a reverent fear, these people did not revere Jesus at all.  There was no awe or fear of Christ.  They asked Him to get out of town!  Why were they frightened of Jesus?  I agree with the assessment of one pastor:

Like most backwater places, keeping things the same wins out over change. The very presence of Jesus means the presence of the kingdom of God. And this is disturbing to these people. When Jesus comes into the region, so too does the kingdom of God, which also means that the day of decision has come. People would rather not have to make a choice. They would rather put up with a crazed man living in the tombs, then repent of their sins and turn unto God. Sadly, Jesus is too much of a threat, and so they reason, it would be far better for everybody if he just left the area.


2.  The response of the man (vv. 18-20)


Legion’s response was very different.  He shows his gratitude in what Jesus had done for him.  He wanted to follow Jesus and be with Him.  There is great irony here.  While the people in Gerasa were afraid and implored Jesus to leave, Legion is grateful and now wants to go with his new master.  According to one scholar, the Greek text implies that he has become a disciple of Jesus.
  


But there is more irony in Jesus’ response to Legion’s request.  “And He did not let him, but He said to him, ‘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.’”  Jesus granted the request of the demons to be cast into the pigs.  He granted the request of the people that He leave them as they were and get out of town.  But He does not grant the request of Legion.  He tells him to stay home and tell others in the region all that He had done for him and the mercy that He had shown to him.  And Legion obeys.  


Do you see the mercy and compassion of Jesus here?  These people had run Him out of town, but He still left His presence in a missionary named Legion.  Later in the gospel, when Jesus returns to Decapolis, some people bring Him a man who is deaf and dumb (7:31-37).  We will see there that they believed that Jesus could deliver the man.  Where do you think they heard about Jesus?  From Legion, the former crazed demoniac.
Conclusion

What will you do with Jesus?  Do you want to go with Jesus, like Legion, or do you want Jesus to go, like the people?
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