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         Epiphany 3
Just like Jesus: a demon’s devil
[Mark 1:21-28  NLT]

In the beginning…

Thomas and Victoria – not their real names – came to Hong Kong from Ghana.
They came to work at a United Nations’ refugee camp.

They also came to our church.

Adapting to life and work in a Chinese culture 

was a challenge for this African couple.

Almost every week they shared their problems with us.

I was not surprised, then, 

when – one Sunday – Victoria asked to see me after the service.

I was surprised, though, 

when she asked us to cast out the evil spirit that was troubling her husband.

Thomas – you see – did not appear to be possessed by any demon.

However, because Victoria asked and her husband agreed,


the three of us who formed the church’s ministry team 

formed a circle around Thomas.

Our prayer was quickly interrupted by loud shrieks,

not from Thomas, but from Victoria 



whom we turned to see writhing on the floor behind us.

The three of us quickly bent over Victoria and began praying for her.
Her shrieks turned to violent coughing


and ended in a final gasp,



after which she lie calm and still on the church floor.

The evil spirit that tormented Victoria – not Thomas – was apparently gone.

That incident has been my most memorable encounter with the spirit world.

And that incident came to mind again

as I studied the snapshot that Mark shows us this morning.

Since the beginning of the month,


we’ve been poring over Mark’s photo album,



looking at pictures he took of Jesus during his visit to planet earth. 

We’re getting to know him better –


this “Holy One of God” who came to change the world.

And I pray that – in the process – he changes you and me as well…


that, this year, Jesus becomes more of an influence 

where we live…where we worship… where we work and play.

The snapshot that Mark shows us this morning may startle us.

We see Jesus dealing with a demon.

We really don’t know what to make of such a scene, do we?

We don’t believe in ghosts anymore.

If it weren’t for Halloween,


demons and devils wouldn’t even appear on our radar screens.

In our culture, we’ve relegated evil spirits to the dustbins of history.

Asian and African artists still paint pictures of evil spirits,

but our artists don’t.

In fact, the most recent image that I could find 


-- cast by a European or North American artist --

of Jesus exorcising an evil spirit




was a wood-cut made in 1856.

The picture that I want to share with you this morning then,

comes not from America…but from Africa.

This is a painting from the land of Thomas and Victoria;

this is an African Christian’s conception of Jesus casting out an evil spirit.

Look at the picture…

and listen again to Mark’s description:

A man possessed by an evil spirit was in the synagogue, and he began shouting, “Why are you bothering us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One sent by God!”

Jesus cut him short.  “Be silent!  Come out of the man.”  At that, the evil spirit screamed and threw the man into a convulsion, but then he left him. 

[Mark 1:23-26]
As we look at the photo that Mark shows us this morning,

we discover that it is a composite:



three different pictures comprise Mark’s single snapshot.

And, this morning, we will briefly look at each one.

A demon’s devil

1)  A picture of Satan’s passion
Look at Mark’s picture…


and – first of all – you see Satan’s passion.

Focus on the man possessed by an evil spirit

and you see behavior that is bizarre.

Focus on the evil spirit that possessed the man

and you see a reason for such bizarre behavior.

Could it be that Satan is also behind much of the behavior 

that we cannot explain today?

The violent rages of a father.

The secret binges of a mother.

The sudden rebellion of a teenager.

The senseless beating of a homeless man by two “good boys”.

A glimpse of the wild man in Mark’s snapshot

reveals Satan’s passion – his goal for each one of us.
He wants to mess up our lives;

he wants to throw us – and our world – into a convulsion.

One of the most troubling passages that I find in the Bible is this:

The world around us is under the power and control of the evil one. [1 John 5:18]
Could it be that Satan not only wants to destroy individuals…


he also seeks to destroy entire cultures?

How else can we explain 

what Adolph Hitler and Germany did to Jews in Europe?
What other reason can we give 

for what Pol Pot and his followers did to their own people in Asia?

Why did Hutus and Tutsis set out to butcher each other in Africa?

Satan, it appears, does not sit still.
What he has done in other cultures and on other continents,


could he also do here…in our beloved America?

Max Lucado, in a piece called “Getting the Hell Out”, 

identifies three signs of Satan’s work in our in our culture.

The first, he says, is self-imposed pain.
Hell wants us to hurt ourselves.
In Mark’s picture, the man with evil spirit threw himself on the ground.

In our culture, Satan is more sophisticated.

He gets us to use food, drugs, sex and work to injure ourselves.

Restlessness.

That’s what Max Lucado claims is the second sign of Satan’s work.

Hell does not want us to rest.

In Mark’s picture, the man with the evil spirit is clearly agitated.
In our culture, we are obviously busy.

We even boast about how much we can squeeze into our schedules…


how we can even do several things at one time…



how we can “multi-task”.

The third sign is isolation.

Hell wants us to suffer alone.

In Mark’s picture, the man with the evil spirit has no friends.

In our culture?

One anthropologist has said 

that our culture has become the home of the “isolated individual”.
Why does Satan get up in the morning?

Why does he go to work?

Because he wants to torment people like you and me.

A man named Peter was tormented by Satan –


so tormented that – on one occasion – 

Jesus did not know if he was talking to Peter or to Satan.

We know how Jesus resolved that dilemma, don’t we?

He simply called Peter “Satan”.

No wonder Peter has a word of warning for you and me today.

Be careful! he says, Watch out for attacks from the Devil, your great enemy.  He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for some victim to devour.  Take a firm stand against him. [1 Peter 5:8-9]
Take a firm stand against him.
You and I can’t be neutral.

Ignore Satan – even assume he doesn’t exist –


and he becomes a forest of buckthorn in the place where you live:



he simply takes over.
2)  A picture of Jesus’ power
Jesus certainly wasn’t neutral.
In fact, look at Mark’s snapshot again,


and you discover that he was downright naughty.

Jesus was a real devil to that demon.

No polite conversation.

Zero tolerance.

He basically told the evil spirit:


“Shut up!  And get the hell out of here!”

Mark, then, -- in his snapshot – also gives us a picture of Jesus’ power.

And even though one picture may be worth a thousand words,

Mark didn’t need that many to describe Jesus’ power.

In fact, he only had to use three: He left him. [Mark 1:26]
Jesus gave the word…and the devil gave up;


the evil spirit left the man.

The crowd saw what happened.

Mark tells us they were amazed;


they said: Even evil spirits obey his orders [Mark 1:27]
Everyone seemed to be excited – everyone, that is, except the evil spirit.

He was embarrassed.

After all, just think how you would feel if you were that little devil.

You possessed a man.

You controlled everything the man said and did.

You terrorized everyone who saw what you could do to an individual.

Then Jesus shows up…and you’re “showed up” – in front of everyone.
There isn’t even a fight.

Jesus turns to talk to you…and you turn tail and run.
How embarrassing!

Only a school bully who has met his match knows the feeling.

But folks, isn’t that what Jesus Christ has come to do?
Didn’t he come to our planet, 

not only to emasculate Satan…but also to embarrass him?
Listen to what a pastor named Paul has written:
God disarmed the evil rulers and authorities.  He shamed them publicly by his victory over them on the cross of Christ. [Colossians 2:15]
When Jesus died on a rugged cross, 

he died to rescue all the victims of sin.
You and I are those victims.

We’ve been duped by the devil…and have disobeyed God.

Somebody had to pay for all those faults and failures --


thank God it was Jesus and not us!

But Jesus died not only to help the “duped”;

he also died to hound the “duper”

The “mother of all battles” on the cross of Calvary

was to destroy the “Father of all lies” – Satan himself.

Let’s never forget what that man named John has written.

He not only claimed:


The world around us is under the power and control of the evil one. [1 John 5:18]
He also exclaimed:


The Son of God came to destroy these works of the devil [1 John 3:8]
How embarrassing!

Satan must have felt worse than Saddam;


the devil lost the “mother of all battles” with the whole world watching!
Mark’s picture shows Jesus’ power over Satan.

Jesus doesn’t employ “hocus-pocus” 

when dealing with the devil.

He doesn’t need to sing chants or light candles.

He doesn’t require a séance.

Jesus talks…and the devil walks.

“One little word,” said Martin Luther, “can fell him.”

“Jesus wins!”

That can be the caption for the picture Mark shows us –


a caption that can make us more confident…

a caption that can make us more courageous.

3)  A picture of our purpose
In fact, this is where you and I come into the picture.

You see, Mark’s snapshot also includes a picture of our purpose.

He shows what we are to do in these “last days”.
He reveals the role we are to play in the centuries old mop-up operation 

that has followed Jesus’ victory on the cross.

And what is that?

First of all, know that you can play defense.

Satan, of course, can still disturb us;

but – because of Jesus – he cannot defeat us.

Satan is still a serpent…he still has fangs;

but – because of Jesus – he has no poison.

As Mark reminds us, 

every evil spirit knows who Jesus is…

every evil spirit knows Jesus came to destroy them. [Mark 1:24]
What does that mean for us?

Simply this: 

you and I are not hapless, helpless victims of Satan.

We can no longer say “The devil made me do it!”
Believe it or not: we can play defense!
If we know who Jesus is…


if we know that he came to destroy the devil’s work, 

then we can do what James – the brother of Jesus – says: 



we can resist the devil, and he will flee from you  [James 4:7]
I don’t know if we can resist Satan’s attacks by ourselves.

But I do know that we can do it with Jesus.

That man named John


-- that man who told us that the world around us is under the power of the evil one. – 

also tells us this:

Greater is he who is in you than he who is in the world. [I John 4:4]
In these last days, 

we have what it takes to play defense.

But, in these last days,

we also need to play offense;



we need to go on the attack.

Mark reveals what that involves.

In chapter 3 of his book, Mark tells us that 

– after Jesus chose his followers –

 
he sent them out to preach,
 and…gave them authority to cast out demons [Mark 3:14-15]


Two missions, then, for the offense:


preach the good news of God’s transforming love,



and cast out demons.

As Lutherans, 
we’re slowly but surely starting to share the good news of God’s love;



but how long must we wait until we start to cast out demons?
Perhaps we don’t need to ask “how long?”

Perhaps we need to ask “how?”

This, after all, is uncharted territory for most of us.

How do you and I go about casting out demons in our world today?

I submit that – if you and I resolve to cast out demons today –

we will realize that our enemies are not the people with behavior that seems bizarre;



our enemy is that “old wicked foe” who prompts such bizarre behavior.

We will realize – as that pastor named Paul has written –

We are not fighting against people…, but against the evil rulers…of the unseen world, against those mighty powers of darkness who rule this world. [Ephesians 6:12].

I submit that – if you and I resolve to cast out demons today –

we will reach out to those people whose behavior seems bizarre.

We will assure them that they are not powerless…that their situation is not hopeless.

We will assure them that – with Jesus – 

they can deal with any personal demon that torments them.
I submit that – if you and I resolve to cast out demons today –


we will restructure our family activities.

We will plan times of rest and relaxation for the entire family.

We will ensure that no child is left behind – that no child is left home alone.

We will remember what Max Lucado said:


that restlessness and isolation are two signs of the devil’s work.

I submit that – if you and I resolve to cast out demons today –


we will raise our voices in the community.

We will remember that hell wants people to adopt behavior patterns that bring pain.

We then will speak out against any evil that prompts people to hurt themselves.
We will speak up for all the good that God has planned for people.

Finally, I submit that – if you and I resolve to cast out demons today –


we might even begin to see a change in the world in which we live;
just like Jesus did…when he came to deal with the devil.
At the end…
There is an ancient prayer,

written specifically for this Sunday –

the Sunday on which we looked 

at Mark’s snapshot of Jesus dealing with a demon.
It is a prayer that 

– like this message based on Mark’s snapshot – 

reminds us of who Satan is, who we are and – above all – what Jesus can do.

Let’s use this prayer, then, as a closing prayer.
Almighty God, you know that we are set among so many and such great dangers that we cannot always withstand them.  Protect us and – in ways beyond our strength – guide us through these dangers with Jesus Christ, your Son and our Lord.  Amen.
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