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Since tonight is Halloween, I thought we’d look at one of the passages where Jesus has a conversation with “scary” things.  Can you remember when you’ve been the most scared? A haunted house? Have you ever been in an accident? What got your blood pumping and the hair on your neck to stand straight up?


The incident I remember must have happened when I was in 7th or 8th grade. I went to a party at Liz Renfrow’s house for Halloween, and we watched “Texas Chainsaw Massacre.” What a terrible movie! But at the most intense part we heard, right outside the sliding glass door, a chainsaw start up and a man in a mask trying to get in the door. I remember being so scared to death that I think I may have jumped 10 feet in the air. Liz’s dad had dressed up in a ski mask and pulled the chainsaw, starting it on the first try. Good show, Mr. Renfrow.


Scary is certainly in. Though the horror genre has died down, there is still a market for death, demons and the psycho thriller. That is true somewhat in Christian circles too. Most of you perhaps haven’t read This Present Darkness, which was huge when it came out as one of the first Christian fiction books. Tal and the angels duked it out with the evil demons with the help of prayers to give them power. But before that I read The Satan Seller by Mike Warnke and other books about demons and demon possession. I would get freaked out enough to put a Bible under my pillow to ward off any spirits that might make be wandering around. 


Though “spirituality” is perhaps big business, most people relegate these spiritual personas to the media and not the real world. According to one survey only 35% of American adults believe that Satan is a living being. And perhaps even more surprisingly, 49% of evangelical Christians think Satan is a living being. Another source estimated that 75% of American clergy do not believe in “the literal reality and actual personality of Satan… The devil or Satan is not at all a real person, but only an impersonal evil force present and operating in the world.” Obviously, they would say, those in Bible times didn’t know about viruses and science, so they attributed natural diseases and disorders to spirit causes.
 2000 years later, we know better, right? Let’s say right now that Jesus believes in and deals with the demonic, and if we dismiss this, we are at fault for not taking him seriously. We are in danger of cutting ourselves from learning from him and about the world in which we live. 


After all, what are we to do with the idea that there is a transcendent evil in the world, a Satan? Hogwash, most would say. But if we take that approach, as many have done for the past 100-150 years, then really how do we explain such stark evil in our last century, the bloodiest in the history of modern man? How do we really explain the Holocaust? Bad parenting? Bad value system? Evolution? Any of these explanations fall for one reason or another.  You will find that one is too shallow, another is guilty of a reverse cultural bias, and still another leaves you no room to judge (Why do you insist it is wrong in the first place if evolution has always allowed the strong to pray upon the weak? What is the moral wrongness with that?).


Though we should never out-and-out blame Satan for wrong things done in this world, we should recognize that without an understanding of a transcendent evil force that works in our hearts, we are left without much explanation for the terrible things that happen all the time.
 Perhaps the Bible’s construct of the world is right after all.  We think so.


Jesus gets off the boat in Mark 5 and steps into a conversation with a demon-possessed man. Mark, who never wastes a word, describes in detail how this man has been living. He lives in the tombs among the dead. He is strong, seemingly beyond reason, and is able to break whatever restraints are put on him. The text says the people couldn’t bind him any more, implying that he has progressed to this state. No one was strong enough to subdue him. Physically, emotionally, psychologically, spiritually.  He is tormented, crying out night and day, cutting himself with stones. Ouch. 


Now, I know what you’re thinking. Neither I nor anyone I know acts like this. I don’t have friends who live in the cemetery and yell and scream and cut themselves. We can make the leap with you when you talk about workers in a parable or the rich young ruler or even the Samaritan woman. But a demon-possessed man? Isn’t there someone else in the story I can be?


I feel your pain. This will seem like a stretch at first and I’m not implying that your head will soon be spinning and green puke coming out any minute in the room. But remember that this man can’t be held “any more.” He used to be like us. He is on a far end of a spectrum, but one that we too are on. How can I say this?


Like this (to borrow from Martin Luther) – our horse can only have one of two riders. Either Jesus Christ is in the saddle or else Satan is steering us toward his desires for our lives. There is no other, no neutral option. Thus, if we are not putting our lives under the direction of Jesus as Lord and King, then we are being led to our destruction, not only in the afterlife, but in this one.


Let me put it another way. Becky Pippert writes:

What does it mean, then, to allow Jesus to be Lord of our lives? What does it mean that anything is the lord of our life?


Just this: Whatever controls us is our lord. The person who seeks power is controlled by power. The person who seeks acceptance is controlled by the people he or she wants to please. We do not control ourselves. We are controlled by the lord of our life.” 
  

In other words, one way that Satan works is to actually give you the very thing you think will bring you life. Who wouldn’t want that? Yet he always turns it, distorts it and eventually ruins it. That very thing you prize above all enslaves you, and you will hate it as it consumes you and you are overwhelmed by it. This is how Satan has traditionally been characterized throughout literature and even in our popular culture. Think of Faust and then Bedazzled (hey, it doesn’t have to be a good movie to have this theme) or Hollow Man or A Simple Plan or various Xfiles and Twilight Zone episodes.


And you? What are you pursuing that is off-limits to Christ? What do you have in your life that is guarded, non-negotiable to outside input? What do you hold tightly because it gives you meaning, satisfaction, significance. Sex? Money? Fame? Security? Status? Grades? Popularity? Looks? If you don’t have a perspective that allows Jesus Christ, the Lord of life to shape and mold and impact these places, they will ultimately leave you screaming and cutting yourself, as you separate yourself from people in the tombs of the dead. Do you see how we are there? How we too are plagued by this dilemma?


But….When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and fell on his knees in front of him. There is an attractiveness to Christ, something that draws us to him, even though many still reject him. This man, as afflicted as he was, recognized that healing was near and he put himself in a place of subservience and worship. The message is mixed though. He confesses who Jesus is – the Son of the Most High God? But, as Satan always does (see the Garden in Genesis 2), he is focused on the power of Christ without seeing the mercy of Christ.  With Jesus’ power – the very power that can subdue nature and heal disease – comes his forgiveness, his mercy, his grace, his loving-kindness. He will treat you right and will give you the best. But Satan doesn’t want you to focus on that. He will destroy you, he will take away your fun, he will take away your dignity, he will make completely unreasonable claims on your life, he will make your life suck! These are the messages we hear.


Jesus breaks through these and the ironic demons’ pleading for mercy. He slows down the exorcism and asks the names of the demons. “Legion,” they say, “for we are many.”  Jesus then sends the demons into a herd of nearby pigs. The pigs immediately go nutso and run off a cliff to die in the water below. What do we make of this? Jesus hates pigs?


1) The demons love to destroy God’s creation. If they cannot destroy the man, the pigs will do. 2) The demons certainly meant to destroy the man. They weren’t just “nice demons” out for a good time. 3) The demons also seem to hope to incite a riot against Jesus, since a head-on attack is never successful. Again, they succeed in this.


We shouldn’t read our love for animals into the first-century Jewish/Gentile context. The pigs indicate a “pagan” environment, since they were forbidden to eat as unclean animals. Thus they would have been regarded as vermin to the Jews, perhaps like how we would feel about 2000 rats dying. Hooray. The pig farmers aren’t too happy about this, even though a miracle has just been performed. 


But what is more remarkable than 2000 floating pigs is the demon-possessed man. How is he doing? He was “sitting there, dressed in his right mind.” That’s what made them afraid. This crazy man has a new life. The transformation is radical from where he was to where he now is. He has new meaning, a totally different orientation. Such is the power of healing by the hands of Jesus.


The passage ends with the man begging to go with Jesus. But Jesus says, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you and how he has had mercy on you.” The man does just that, giving witness to Jesus to the utter amazement of the people in the Decapolis. This is discipleship. To follow Jesus’ wishes and give him your whole life whatever he asks.


As we close on this Halloween evening, what are the demons in your life? They probably don’t look like Freddy Krueger or Jack the Ripper or Darth Maul, but they are there. They are lurking to destroy you, even by giving to you what you long for. Can you identify them? Do you see how Jesus too will give you your deepest desires, but that they may not be what you expect? He will temper them with an eternal perspective that will allow you to enjoy them without being consumed by them. 

May we too run to Christ and give him control over each and every thing in our lives. May we see his perspective on what is truly important and life-giving. May we receive the amazing grace that he gives us as he shows us his power and mercy over everything, even the scariest things in our lives. May he give us the courage to admit our chasing after other gods and serving other masters. Jesus himself fought the devil and won through his dependence on his father and his knowledge of the word of God (see Matthew 4). There is grace in this passage as Jesus restores the life of this man, as he makes right that which was rendered disfigured and disgraced. How great is our Redeemer!

We don’t want to go off the deep end and start seeing demons under every bush and behind every tree. But perhaps we should heighten our awareness somewhat to the realities of Satan, evil and the spiritual warfare that is going on around us, even in our own hearts at times. Ephesians 6 speaks to this. Oh, and Jesus wins. No contest.


“My dear Wormwood, I wonder you should ask me whether it is essential to keep the patient in ignorance of your own existence. That question, at least for the present phase of the struggle, has been answered for us the High Command. Our policy, for the moment, is to conceal ourselves…. I do not think you will have much difficulty in keeping the patient in the dark. The fact that ‘devils’ are comic figures in the modern imagination will help you. If any faint suspicion of your existence begins to arise in his mind, suggest to him a picture of something in red tights, and persuade him that since he cannot believe in that (it is an old textbook method of confusing them) he therefore cannot believe in you.” 

C.S. Lewis, Screwtape Letters, p. 33 (one demon speaking to his nephew on how to keep a new Christian from following “The Enemy”).


We must now add the symbolical meaning. In the person of one man Christ has exhibited to us a proof of his grace, which is extended to all mankind. Though we are not tortured by the devil, yet he holds us as his slaves, till the Son of God delivers us from his tyranny. Naked, torn, and disfigured, we wander about, till he restores us to soundness of mind. It remains that, in magnifying his grace, wee testify our gratitude.


John Calvin, Harmony of the Evangelists, Battle Edition, p. 436.


In The Problem with Pain, C.S. Lewis states that people will “enjoy forever the horrible freedom they have demanded, and are therefore self-enslaved.”
� See Matthew 4:24 to see how Matthew differentiated between these things. He knew there was a difference. 


� I plan on reading a book on this topic whenever it gets to me from Amazon.com. The Death of Satan. More later.


� Out of the Saltshaker, p. 53.





