One on One: Jesus’ Interaction with Individuals #6

“Jesus and the Intimidating”

Mark 5:1-20
Did you hear the one about Jesus and the violent, naked, bloody guy who lived in a graveyard? That may sound like the plot of a Stephen King novel, but it is actually found in the New Testament…three times! As you might guess, this was the kind of guy most of us would try to avoid. But Jesus did not.

We read this story in Mark 5. But before we get there, first we need to read Mark 4 for context. Jesus was teaching and “a very large crowd soon gathered around him” (Mark 4:1). Jesus spent most of the day teaching all these people. But that day when evening came, He said to his disciples, “Let us go over to the other side” (Mark 4:35).

That must have been surprising to the disciples, because the “other side” was the Gerasene region, which was a Gentile area people normally tried to avoid. No doubt the disciples didn’t want to go, but Jesus was the one giving directions. “So they took Jesus in the boat and started out, leaving the crowds behind” (Mark 4:36 nlt). The disciples didn’t know it yet, but Jesus was leaving behind the crowds and moving toward the one.

Here we read of Jesus and the intimidating.

A Scary Resistance

Mark 5 begins with a scary resistance recorded in verses 1-5, 

They went across the lake to the region of the Gerasenes. When Jesus got out of the boat, a man with an evil spirit came from the tombs to meet him. This man lived in the tombs, and no one could bind him any more, not even with a chain. 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. Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.
Having crossed the Sea of Galilee from the northwestern shore, He and the disciples stepped ashore in “the country of the Gerasenes,” which most maps label as “the Decapolis.” Literally translated “the ten cities,” the Decapolis refers to the ten city-states originally settled after the conquest of Alexander the Great.

The east side of the Sea of Galilee was a territory largely inhabited by Gentiles, as indicated by the presence of the large herd of pigs—animals Jews considered “unclean” and therefore unfit to eat. Gerasa, located about 35 miles southeast, had holdings on the eastern shore of the Sea, giving its name to a small village there now known as Khersa. About one mile south is a fairly steep slope within 40 yards of the shore, and about two miles from there are cavern tombs that appear to have been used as dwellings.

As soon as they stepped on shore, the silence was shattered by bloodcurdling shrieks. Looking up the hillside the disciples saw a beastlike man, naked, disheveled, dirty, rushing down toward them. The disciples would have turned to the boat and pushed off from the shore for safety. But then they saw that their Master was standing fast. They waited to see what would happen.
 Max Lucado describes how the man may have looked:
Wiry, clumpy hair. A beard to the chest, ribboned with blood. Furtive eyes, darting in all directions, refusing to fix. Naked. No sandals to protect feet from the rocks of the ground or clothing to protect skin from the rocks of his hand. He beats himself with stones. Bruises blotch his skin like ink stains. Open sores and gashes attract flies. His home is a limestone mausoleum, a graveyard of Galilean shoreline caves cut out of the cliffs. Apparently he feels more secure among the dead than the living.

Kyle Idleman writes, “One of my friends preached a sermon about this guy and called it ‘A Nude Dude in a Rude Mood.’”
 But at the time it would have been no laughing matter.
His strength was as intimidating as his appearance. Mark describes his superior strength in graphic terms, explaining that no one could overpower him, no chain could bind him, and no shackle could restrain him. He behaved like a savage beast, living outdoors, screaming and howling, gnashing his teeth, and mutilating his flesh.

This man had seemingly everything against him. First, he was an utter social outcast. It’s not that he had no human companions, but all of his human companions were dead! Second, he was out of control. No one could control his rage and fury. Third, he endured self-inflicted agony. He was awake at all hours, crying out and cutting himself.

We see in this man a glimpse of Satan’s goal for you and me: the isolation, the obsession with death and darkness, the endless restlessness, and the self-inflicted pain.
 Not every instance is as severe and intimidating as this man, but similar situations are all around us. Every word in the story emphasizes the man’s pathetic condition as well as the purpose of demonic possession—to torment and destroy the divine likeness with which man was created.
 The story is pathetic and heart-wrenching, for this was a human being. To begin with, he was “demonized.” Our text regularly speaks of him as being “demon-possessed”, but the literal translation is “demonized”—that is, under the influence of one or more evil spirits. Demonization can vary in degree of influence. Here it was extreme.
 Everyone considered him a monster. But if you looked at him through Jesus’ eyes, you wouldn’t have seen a monster; you would’ve seen a man in misery.

Here we have in dramatic narrative the full account of what happened when Jesus encountered the irrational, psychotic forces of a split personality…the state of a man in his manic depressive condition. But that is the modern way of putting it. The Gospel writers go deeper and attribute such derangement of personality to the possession of dark evil forces, called demons.
 

Believe it or not, evil has a face. Evil is not merely a concept or something generally opposite of “good.” All evil can be traced back to a single agent: Satan. War, sickness, disease, catastrophes, violence, lust, addictions, pestilence, waste, relational conflicts, selfishness—all sin and all that is wrong in the world is a particular expression of evil, the unending rebellion of Satan against God. The world continues to bear the scars of his mutiny.

This perspective doesn’t sit well with our scientific, rationalistic understanding of the universe. Our modern worldview looks to the laws of physics to explain everything, which leaves little room for the spiritual realm. Therefore angels, demons, souls, and even God are dismissed as relics of a bygone mythology, unsuitable for enlightened conversations. It should come as no surprise, then, that few today accept the possibility of another expression of evil: demon possession. Even so, the Bible is clear: Satan not only works through nature to wreak destruction, but he also uses people. And on rare occasions, an individual can become the victim of direct demonic control from within.

Jesus met such a man. According to the Gospels, this time in Israel’s history was marked by unprecedented demonic activity; more people than ever had become demonized—personally enslaved by a demonic spirit. This gave Jesus ample opportunity to send a message: He had come to destroy evil. He cleansed leprosy, He healed diseases, He subdued the turmoil of weather, He empowered the helpless, and now He would confront evil personified.

Having said this, let me offer a word of caution: You may just as easily get caught up in the opposite, a fantasy world that suggests that every normal problem confronting us is a demonic manifestation. Obsession with the demonic is equally as erroneous as denial of it.
 The account continues in verses 6-10,

When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and fell on his knees in front of him. 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!” For Jesus had said to him, “Come out of this man, you evil spirit!” 

Then Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” 

“My name is Legion,” he replied, “for we are many.” And he begged Jesus again and again not to send them out of the area.

The demon spoke through the man. “What do you want with me…?” was a way of saying, “What do we have in common?” Similar expressions are found in the Old Testament, where they mean, “Mind your own business!”

Notice that the demon recognized Jesus' identity. Demons acknowledge what men may not—Jesus is, in fact, Son of the Most High God. James 2:19 declares, “You believe there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.” Such knowledge does not save them (or us) but they do acknowledge the truth.

In asking for a name, Jesus used the singular form of “your.” The reply is paradoxical. “My” is singular; “we” is plural. By using the name Legion, the demons referenced a Roman military unit, which in the first century included upwards of six thousand soldiers. Of course, the exact number of demons is unimportant. The point is that virtually nothing of the original man existed. He lived a horrific living death we can only imagine in our worst nightmares.

Perhaps the demon was trying to intimidate Jesus at this point. If so, it didn’t work. Satan and his demons are scary and powerful compared to humans, but in God’s presence, the devil is a wimp. Satan is to God what a mosquito is to an atomic bomb.

Mark records that the demons begged Jesus not to send them out of the area. According to Luke 8:31, however, “They begged him repeatedly not to order them to go into the Abyss.” This term, also translated “bottomless pit” is seen often in Revelation. This Abyss is the prison house of demons,
 referenced by both Peter and Jude in their letters. I believe it is to be identified with Tartarus, a temporary holding cell for demons.
A Shocking Removal

Verses 11-13 record a shocking removal of the demons from the man.

A large herd of pigs was feeding on the nearby hillside. The demons begged Jesus, “Send us among the pigs; allow us to go into them.” 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.
The scene must have been terrifying to witness. If you have heard frightened pigs squeal, close your eyes and imagine two thousand of them screaming in terror. Visualize them thrashing in the water in a single mass drowning as the demons drove the unclean animals to suicidal madness. Then hear the stunned silence that undoubtedly lingered after the last of the pigs slipped beneath the waters.

Why would Jesus do this, destroying the pigs? What had they done? Hold on… Jesus did not destroy the pigs—the demons did that. Jesus probably granted their request in order to give demonstrable evidence to the man (and onlookers) that they were gone.

Never underestimate the destructive power of Satan. He is our enemy and would destroy all of us if he could. Like a roaring lion, he seeks to devour us (1 Peter 5:8–9).

Demons operate beneath divine authority. They cannot determine their own fate, and they must have permission to do anything. The demonic world and those who attempt to portray it in our day want us to believe that we are at the mercy of the supernatural. But we are not. We should not be intimidated by the presence of demons, nor should we be fearful. We can respect the fact that they have great strength and authority, but their authority is not greater than ours. In Christ we are more than conquerors. Through Christ we are victors.
 As 1 John 4:4 promises, “Greater is he that is in you than he that is in the world.”
As shocking as the removal was, the reaction of the people was shocking as well:

Those tending the pigs ran off and reported this in the town and countryside, and the people went out to see what had happened. 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. Those who had seen it told the people what had happened to the demon-possessed man—and told about the pigs as well. Then the people began to plead with Jesus to leave their region. (Mark 5:14-17)

These townspeople do not seem to care that Jesus has such power; they just want him gone. Instead of giving him the key to the city, they give him a cold shoulder. The demons had begged Jesus to let them stay in the region; the townspeople now beg Jesus to leave the region. They are more comfortable with the malevolent forces that take captive human beings and destroy animals than they are with the one who can expel them. They can cope with the odd demon-possessed wild man who terrorizes the neighborhood with random acts of violence. But they want to keep someone with Jesus’ power at lake’s length—on the other side of the sea. They must consider Jesus more dangerous and worrisome than the demons. Even in our own day people can tolerate religion as long as it does not affect business profits.

A Surprising Refusal

We’re not through with shockers, though. In verses 18-20 we see a surprising refusal: 

As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him. 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.” 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 story concludes with the former demoniac asking to go with Him. Jesus forbids him, however, probably because having a Gentile in His entourage would have been a stumbling block in his mission to the Jews.

Instead, Jesus commissions the man to tell his family and friends what happened to him. This may seem strange, since in other instances Jesus forbids the recipients of His miraculous power from telling others. What's the difference? Because His messiahship would be misunderstood, Jesus kept it a secret in predominantly Jewish areas. In the predominantly non-Jewish Decapolis, however, where people would have perceived Him as a magician, he urges his new disciple to spread word about what God had done, thereby correcting the people’s misunderstanding.

Within this commission is a subtle truth we may miss. The man is not simply to tell people about the miracle that happened to him but what that miracle signifies: The Lord has been at work. Yet Jesus is the one who healed him, and the man announces the things that Jesus has done for him. For Jesus, all that he does is designed to bring glory to God. For Mark, Jesus is synonymous with the Lord. Where Jesus acts, God acts.

So what does this one-on-one interaction Jesus had with this intimidating man teach us? It probably teaches us more about ourselves than those like this unnamed soul. If I had been there—as one of Jesus' disciples or as a resident observer—I would have been scared of such a person. I don’t like to be around loud, violent, unpredictable people (especially naked ones!) The world may not believe in demons, but I do, and I know enough about them to not want to be around them! I would have either gotten back in the boat or found a large tombstone to hide behind.

But to do what God wants—reaching all kinds of people—requires proximity, and proximity is risky. It was risky for Jesus to go into a graveyard to talk to a naked, bloody lunatic. It’ll feel risky for you to talk to your coworker about your faith, or start a spiritual conversation with your server, or invite your neighbor to church. We need to overcome the fear and take the risk. Do you know the key to staring down fear? It’s staring at the potential return. Willingness to risk is always based on the potential reward.

For instance, the fire department has a saying: “Risk a little to save little; risk a lot to save a lot.” The chief may hesitate to send his firefighters into a fully engulfed house if no one is inside. Why? Houses and possessions can be replaced; human lives cannot. But if he hears that a person or persons are inside, a crew is going in. Why? It’s the same risk, but he’d do it because the potential return—saving lives—is worth it.

Too often we avoid getting close to someone far from God and stay away from draining, difficult, and different people because there is risk. We might be rejected. We could look stupid. We may not be able to answer their questions. When we stare at the risk, we are stopped by our fear. But we can stare down the risk by staring at the potential return. Each person we find ourselves in close proximity with is a soul created in the image of God for whom Christ died. God’s will is for you to love that person the way Jesus has loved you. We are scared of risk, but I think what we need to be scared of is regret. We don’t want to get to the end of our lives and realize we missed the purpose, the adventures, and the stories God planned for us.

Satan and his forces are scary and can be intimidating. Remember: Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world. The most intimidating person we encounter—even one possessed by a legion of demons—falls at the feet of Jesus and calls Him Lord.
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