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    Do you have a favorite story of Jesus that involves him healing someone? Maybe it is the paralytic, the 

guy who is carried by four of his friends to the house where Jesus is speaking, and because of the crowd 

they can’t get in, so they go up to the roof, cut a hole in the roof, and lower the man down to Jesus.  

Remember that one? Interesting, isn’t it, that no one makes any noise about who is going to fix the hole in 

the roof? Maybe it is the raising of Lazarus from the dead. Maybe it is the woman who was bent over for 

18 years – 18 years; we’ll hear about her later in the summer. The man born blind. The leper being 

cleansed. The centurion’s servant being healed at a distance. In just about every story of healing that we 

read, the result is that the person healed, or those who are witnesses to the healing, rejoice and are excited 

and praising God for what they had just seen. The lame people are dancing, the blind people are seeing all 

kinds of new things, the mute are praising God with their newly found voices. 

 

    Not in today’s story, though. Luke gives us a longer version than does Matthew. It is a fascinating 

passage, though, and it is not just about Jesus healing a man filled with demons. There’s a lot taking place 

in the passage; a lot of sermons can be developed on this story. So let me mention a couple of things 

briefly, because I have a time limit for the sermon. 

 

    According to Luke, this event takes place in Gentile territory, which is one of the reasons that we see 

pigs in the story. No Jewish person would be around pigs. Remember the prodigal son who found himself 

feeding pigs? Can you imagine what the hearers of the parable thought about that one? But in Gentile 

territory, probably east of the Sea of Galilee, there would be pigs there. 

 

    I would think there have been sermons preached on the conversation between Jesus and the man with 

the demons. “What is your name?” “Legion, for there are so many of us.” A Roman legion could contain 

up to 5,000 people. At the time of the writing of the gospel, Israel, and the area near Israel, was under 

Roman occupation, and Roman “legions” were legendary. There could have been 2 or 3 legions there, so 

10,000-15,000 Roman soldiers. To think of “legions” being destroyed and defeated by entering into swine 

and jumping off the cliff, would be something that would be joyfully heard by many in the area. 

 

    There have been questions raised about the swine. Who was the owner of the swine? Were they 

reimbursed for their losses? And sometimes it seems that people are more concerned for the swine than 

are excited that the man was healed. Interesting. 

 

    But I want to focus on the response of the people to the healing of the man who had been filled with 

demons. Understand that this guy was pretty scary. He would be shackled, and he got out of the shackles.  

He would be guarded, but he couldn’t stay guarded. He was filled with demons. Not the kind of guy 

you’d want to see in downtown Tiberias, on the other side of the Sea of Galilee. He was in the wilds, near 

the town. Most of the people there knew of him. They didn’t know what to do with him, but though he 

was filled with demons, the people basically knew that, as long as he stayed out there in the wild, things 

would be okay. Things were pretty much in control. 

 



    Until Jesus showed up. As many have said before me, when Jesus shows up, things happen. And  

things happened that day. The demons cried out to Jesus, “What have you to do with me, Jesus, son of the 

Most High God?” Have you noticed that it is the demons, the unclean spirits, who understand first who 

Jesus is, while most of the people, disciples included, are still trying to figure him out? The demons cry 

out to Jesus, Jesus tells them to come out of the man, they enter the swine, the swine run off the cliff and 

are destroyed, the man is healed, sitting near Jesus “in his right mind.” The people thought, “Wow …       

I think.”  The people are afraid. 

 

    Not rejoicing in the healing of the man. Not going up to him, hugging him, shaking his hand, 

welcoming him back to the community. Not sticking a microphone in his face and asking him, “so, how 

does it feel to be healed?” They were afraid. They were afraid because they were confronted with a power 

that was stronger than the demons. They were afraid because they were confronted with a power that was 

greater than they had ever seen. They were afraid because they were confronted with something that was 

very much beyond what they could control. The man possessed by demons, as serious as that was, had 

been within their realm of understanding, within their knowledge of “this is how things are.” He was part 

of their “status quo.” He may have been a man filled with demons, but he was “their” man filled with 

demons. Though he was crazed, he was also effectively contained.  

 

    Then Jesus showed up, healed the man, showed that he had power beyond what the people could 

control, and they were afraid.  This was all so new to them. They were so afraid that they asked Jesus to 

leave them, to go back to the other side of the Sea of Galilee. And Jesus got in the boat and went to the 

other side of the sea – and know that the Sea of Galilee is also called Lake Gennesaret. It’s really not that 

big. Our great lakes are significantly larger than that lake.  The people were afraid and asked Jesus to 

leave. 

 

    A number of years ago I either heard, or read, something the preacher, and teacher of preachers, Will 

Willimon, said about Easter. He said that Easter meant that Jesus was set loose in the world. I like that 

image. Set loose in the world. Jesus is set loose in the world, and we’re not really sure what to do with 

that. We might be saying to ourselves, “Wow … I think.” I don’t know if we want to have a Jesus who is 

set loose in the world. I don’t know if we really want to have a Jesus who is set loose in the church. I 

don’t know if we really want to have a Jesus who is set loose in our lives. Does that sound a little bit off,  

a little bit off, a little bit strange, to you? 

 

    I think we are rather like the people in that town near the Sea of Galilee that day, who saw the man who 

was formerly filled with demons, sitting there clothed and in his right mind, and just didn’t know how to 

handle that. In many ways we would prefer to have a Jesus who is more manageable, more controllable, 

someone who is more contained. We would prefer to have a God who is more manageable, more 

controllable, more contained. We’re not sure we like the idea of God as a free agent, free to do what God 

will do, to love those whom God chooses to love, not just the ones we think God should love. We’re not 

sure we like the idea of Jesus asking us to give ourselves fully and completely to him, and that idea of 

“take up your cross and follow me,” is something that gives us pause, because Jesus might ask of us 

something that we don’t think we want to do. We might want Jesus to improve us, but not transform us.   

In other words, we really like the idea of Jesus being Savior, but we might hesitate a bit when thinking 

about Jesus as Lord of all, Lord of the church, Lord of our lives. 

 

    Now, I’m not saying that this has happened at First Presbyterian Church of Sarasota before, but there 

are times in other churches where someone has an idea for a new ministry, or a new way of being church, 

or acting as church. They’re excited by the possibilities, and maybe a number of people agree that this 

could be something really exciting for the church. Then someone says, “Well, we’ve never done it that 

way before.” Churches would sometimes rather stay with things the way they are, the way they are 

known, the way we’ve always done it. 



    Remember the song “That Old Time Religion”? Tennessee Ernie Ford. Johnny Cash. Give me that old 

time religion; it’s good enough for me. It was good for Paul and Silas. It was good for the Hebrew 

children. It was good for our mothers and our fathers, and its good enough for me. The last verse – at least 

the version that I saw when I Googled the song, says, “makes me love everybody.” Maybe we’re not quite 

so vocal in singing that verse. But that old time religion that was good enough for all those people really 

isn’t good enough for so many people today. The way things used to be in the church doesn’t always 

work these days. Sometimes that old time religion can keep God, keep Jesus, controllable, God in a box 

of our making. We can’t put restrictions on God, on Jesus. 

 

    I am aware of some of the things that have taken place in this church over the last couple of years.  I 

also know that there were some issues in the church almost 30 years ago, regarding a pastor. I mean, there 

are always issues, but these particular issues were difficult. There has been a lot of healing that has taken 

place here, first with Kathi Wiggins, then Margaret Lamotte Torrence had such a wonderful healing 

ministry with you. My first responsibility is not to get in the way of that, but to help the church continue 

to move forward. I wish the church never had to go through any of that, and I wish that those whose 

purpose is to help churches through times of difficulty had done their jobs better – and I’m sure not 

talking about Kathi or Margaret here. 

 

    But there has been healing. And perhaps through that healing we’re being told that God is doing a new 

thing here with you. That may be something beyond what you are imagining right now. It may be 

something different from the way things have always been. It may lead to new ways of looking at some of 

the ministries of the church, especially as you are a downtown church. You’ve done some of that thinking 

and imagining already, which is wonderful. But that “new thing” could mean that we are like those people 

looking at the man who was formerly filled with demons, wondering just how he was healed, and 

uncertain if they wanted to entrust themselves to the one who is the Great Physician, the one who says 

“follow me,” the one who is not just Savior but also Lord. There may be a new paradigm for the church,  

a new way of doing things, a new way of being a faithful community of those seeking to follow Jesus.   

 

    We can look to tame Jesus, to domesticate Jesus, to seek to form God into something more like the 

image we want God to be. 

 

    Or we can say, “Here we are, Lord God. Lead us on.” 

 

    We may not know where this “set loose in the world Jesus” will take us, but let us cast aside any fear 

and desire to manage or control or contain him, and say Yes to God continuing to do a new thing in us 

and through us.  

 

 

 

 

 


