
 

THE GOSPEL OF MARK 

Grounded in the Gospel 

ix. From Fear to Faith (Mark 5:1-20) 
 

Jesus’ encounter with a demonized man is a salient reminder of two extremes to be 

avoided.  Some dismiss the devil as a mythological character personified as a cartoon 

character, others have an unhealthy preoccupation with his dark world.  In the preface 

to his “Screwtape Letters”, CS Lewis writes, “There are two equal and opposite errors into 

which our race can fall about the 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 or a magician with the same 

delight.” 

 

There is no doubt that people can go overboard in their fascination with the devil and 

demons.  That said, Jesus’ victory over Satan and power over the demonic is one of 

Mark’s recurring themes.  Unlike Greco-Roman practitioners of his day, Jesus does not 

resort to any special technique like magic spells, secret prayers and esoteric formulae.  

Simply a word will do.  The power of his person and presence alone drives the demon 

out. 

 

Many today, including some Christians, are put off by stories of demons.  Consequently 

we are tempted to shy away from the passage.  This story in particular disturbs people.  

Why were 2000 innocent pigs destroyed?  The issue is one of degree.  From Jesus’ 

perspective the deranged man is more valuable than 2000 pigs.  Moreover, Jesus was 

not directly responsible for their death.  The demonic spirits caused the rampage that led 

to their destruction. 

 

Jesus does not make a psychiatric diagnosis.  Mental illness and demonization are two 

different conditions, though in extreme cases the manifest symptoms are similar.  Evil 

cannot be reduced to a scientific label thereby believing we can understand it better 

and have some control over it.  As one observer has put it, “We may change the label 

but that does not solve the problem of evil.  We have renamed the demons of the past, 

but have not exorcised them”.  Moreover, one should like Jesus, draw a clear distinction 

between the demonized man and the realm of Satan.  He was a victim to be pitied and 

set free from oppression.  He was not rebuked, not told to repent, not told that his sins 

were forgiven.  That followed later.  At issue was great grace invading the realm of evil 

and setting the captive free.   

 

In short, the story before us is multi-faceted.  Jesus encounters three different characters: 

the evil spirits who he casts out, the man he delivers, the community whom he frightens.  

Each in turn make a request.  The demons beg Jesus to allow them to stay in the area 

and send them into a nearby herd of pigs.  The community begs him to leave their 

country.  The man begs to be with Jesus.  Jesus grants the first two requests but denies 

the man’s.  Instead as a trophy of grace he becomes the first Gentile evangelist. 
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