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The Devil Made Me Do It     Mark 1:21-28


I am getting to know more and more about you these days, what you believe, what you don't believe, and what is at least open for discussion.  I am wondering today, in light of this passage from Mark, where are you when it comes to the devil, and evil spirits.



Theologically, the Christian church is all over the map on this topic.  You can find congregations in every denomination  that believe strongly in the daily activity of Satan, the devil, evil spirits, and congregations that believe Christ defeated all of that once and for all, and congregations  everywhere in between.  In most congregations, you find individuals who are at many different places on that same spectrum.  There is not shortage of books written on the topic, and again, they run the length of the spectrum.  


It is important to note that regardless of where you are on the topic of demons and evil spirits; there is no question that people of the New Testament certainly believed in them. They were to blame for everything and there were many exorcists who claimed to be able to cast out demons.  By A.D. 340, the Christian church actually included an Order of Exorcists.


I have some friends, who maintain that everything that goes wrong in their lives is the work of the devil.  When their hot water tank gave up the ghost, it was the work of the devil.  When they got a flat tire on their car, the devil did that too.  Anything bad that happened in their lives was the work of the devil.  It had nothing to do with the fact that their hot water tank was 27 years old, or that they had driven over some nails left over in their driveway from a recent renovation job, or that they were on already well worn tires.


Some of you are old enough to remember the comic Flip Wilson in the persona of Geraldine.  Every time Geraldine got accused of doing something naughty her rebuttal would be,”The devil made me do it!”   Whenever we blame someone else, it takes responsibility off of ourselves, and where better to leave it than the doorstep of the devil?


I have other friends who do not believe for a moment that the devil exists or ever has.  I have others, who believe that Christ defeated the devil once and for all.  And I have others who sit somewhere in between these two points of view.


Today's passage is inescapably about the devil and the presence of evil in this Biblical event, so let's have a look at that.


First of all, what is it that we can learn, simply by reading the passage?

Well, we know that this story occurs early on in Jesus' ministry.  He has just finished being baptized by John.  He then goes out into the wilderness for 40 days and it is there that he is tested by Satan.  Scripture says that wild animals were his companions and angels took care of him.  Then, he chose some of his disciples and with them; he entered this town referred to in the first of today's verses, Capernaum.  


Here are some things we do not know, simply by reading the passage.  Capernaum was a thriving town with great wealth.  It was also a place of great sin and decadence.  It was the headquarters for many Roman troops.  Pagan influences from all over the Roman Empire were pervasive. So it is into this hostile context that Jesus comes to teach, to heal, and to bring the Good |News of the kingdom of God.


From simply reading the passage, we learn that Jesus taught, 'as one having authority, and not as the scribes'.  What do you think that meant?

Biblical scholars tell us that originality was not highly prized among the rabbis and it was common for rabbis when teaching in the synagogue, to accredit one's words by citing illustrious predecessors.   Jewish teachers often quoted other well known rabbis.  Jesus had no such need.  The authority with which he spoke got the attention of his listeners and impressed them with its strength.  “He taught them as one having authority.”

  
From the passage, we learn there was a man in the synagogue where Jesus was teaching, who is described as having 'an unclean spirit'.    This man shouted out at Jesus,   “I know who you are....you are the Holy One of God”.  It was not the words, but rather the tone that was offensive.   Jesus rebuked or reprimanded him.  And then He said to the unclean spirit living inside the man, “Be silent and come out of him!”


There is no explanation for any of this in Scripture, it simply happens, and everyone is amazed and moves on.  Again, turning to the work of Biblical scholars, we learn that in the ancient world, it was widely held that many troubles are caused by evil spirits.  The Bible really says very little about demon possession before or after Jesus, but much during Jesus' ministry.  It is perhaps significant to note that nowhere in the Book of John are demons ever mentioned.


  The title, The Holy One of God, was an odd term for the demon to use and we find it only once more in Scripture.  But it would appear that the demons recognized Jesus as the Son of God.  As the Book of James says, when it comes to Jesus as the incarnation of God, 'even the demons believe, and shudder'.


So the notion is that an evil or unclean spirit was dwelling within one of the men in the synagogue who was listening to the teaching of Jesus, and that evil spirits are always in conflict with God.  


Some hold to the notion that unclean spirits or demons are evil spirits ruled by Satan.  They work to tempt people to sin.  They are fallen angels who have joined Satan in his rebellion against God.  In ancient times, they were thought to have been able   turn a person mute, or deaf, blind, or insane.  There are some who suggest, that during Jesus' life, demons were allowed to be very active in order to show once again, Christ's power and authority over them.  



Unlike exorcists of the day who were men of powerful potions and secret elixirs, elaborate incantations and spells and magical rites,   Jesus goes through no such ritual and performance prior to the casting out.  He simply says to the unclean spirit within the man, “Be silent and come out of him!”, and with that, the spirit convulses cries loudly, and comes out of the man.  And Scripture says that all were amazed at this new and authoritative teaching....even the unclean spirits obey him!  Everyone who gathered in the synagogue that day was greatly amazed!


Soon news of this had spread throughout Galilee.    


So what are we to take away from this passage, sometimes referred to as Christ's Victory over Evil Powers?
Here are some options- a) We may relegate the whole matter of demon-possession to the sphere of primitive thought and say that it was a primitive way of accounting for inexplicable things in the days before enlightenment.   This was simply a way of explaining some things in people's minds and bodies and life circumstances that could not be explained by their limited knowledge of science or medicine;  or option  b)  We may accept the fact of demon-possession as being true in New Testament times and as being still true today.


If we accept the first option, then we need to explain the attitude and actions of Jesus.  Either he knew no more on this matter than the people of his day, or that he knew that he could never cure a person of their ailment unless he assumed the reality of the ailment.


Perhaps there are other options. 


Perhaps evil triumphs, every time we choose to act in a way that is contrary to the way and will of God.

  
Perhaps there is a powerful entity in the Universe which continues to oppose God and the things of God and the people of God. 


I think that what is important here is this:

Just prior to this passage, we see Jesus in the wilderness, never once giving in to the power of evil, resisting temptation, refusing to perform tricks to prove His Divinity.


In this passage we learn that those listening to him in the synagogue, recognized that he taught and healed as one having authority, and one who was able to do great things, just by offering a word. 


In this passage we learn that many soon followed him, wanted to be part of whatever movement He was leading, because of the strength and goodness and wisdom and power that he demonstrated.


Our mission statement says that we are striving to be God's light in this community.  Do you ever wonder what people see in you that is a reflection of God's light?  Knowing that you are a Christian, knowing that in this age of non-church going, you are a church goer, do others want to be part of this movement with you?  Are they drawn to the light of God through what they see in your life?


In peoples' spiritual thirst, do they want to have some of what they see you have found?

I hope so.

Grace and Peace to you, as you shine the light of God into the lives of others.

Amen
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