Sunday 4 July 2010 : Matthew 8 : 28-34  
It seems a long time since we followed in the footsteps of Jesus through Matthew’s gospel and saw him in action, stilling a storm on Galilee. I’m quite sure the disciples thought they’d had quite enough excitement to do them for a while, but as we read on today, we see that the fun had only just begun. Their eventful journey by night had taken them across the Sea of Galilee, from Capernaum to Gadara, and now it was time for them to meet, according to Matthew, a couple of the local worthies. 
Let me chuck in a technical point here. Matthew’s gospel was written, we think, about 20 years after Mark’s, which was based heavily on the eye-witness account of Simon Peter. In the original, and much fuller, version of this story, in Mark 5, there is only one demonised man. That’s also the case in Luke 8, again a more expansive account, so I’m going to go on the majority verdict and conclude that Matthew’s condensed version has got this detail wrong. I will in fact flick back and forth among all 3 gospels today. OK?

If that worries you, if you have a view of Scripture as inerrant in every dot and comma, if the fact that one or two minor odds and ends don’t quite tie up threatens the whole edifice of your faith, let me try to set your mind at rest. Remember that the Bible was written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, yes, very much so, but by human hands. God did not download a pdf file from heaven containing His Word, His whole Word, and nothing but His Word. God’s plan has always been, and will always be, to use us, His people, to get His work done. That’s what we’re here for, and it’s marvellous. 

The gospels are a faithful record of what faithful people saw and heard, and had their lives changed by. Bearing in mind all the wonderful things people experienced during the time of Jesus’ ministry, and the 30 years or so in which the early church was far too busy out in the streets preaching Christ crucified and risen, healing the sick and raising the dead, to spend time in the office writing the stuff down, longhand, not on a word processor, what is truly remarkable is the measure of agreement among the gospels, not the odd glitch here and there over relatively minor details.

Compare that, if you will, with the match reports appearing in the media the day after a World Cup tie. Depending upon which paper you read, or which TV station you watch, from which country, you will get really quite different impressions on what happened during the 90 minutes. Actually, when I’m on the line on a Saturday afternoon at a Superleague match, especially somewhere like Bo’ness, and hear some of the informed comments [!!!] from the crowd about the performance of my colleagues and myself, I wonder if they’re on the same planet, never mind at the same game.

But – and here’s the clincher – just because “The Daily Telegraph” doesn’t report on a game the same way as “The Sun”, or because you have a different view of a particular incident from the referee, does that mean that the game, or the incident, didn’t happen at all? I thought the centre-forward was offside, you didn’t, therefore you conclude that the centre-forward wasn’t there at all, indeed, he is a figment of my imagination? 

That’s the buffoonery some people resort to in order to avoid facing the challenge of the Word of God upon their life. Look for a tiny loophole, and if you find it, you can trash the authority of the whole Bible. That, ladies and gentlemen, is dishonest. It is the conduct of a cad and a bounder. Whether there were two demonised men, or whether there was one that made enough noise for two, or one with a pal, who gives 2p? Jesus did a mighty thing here, and it was the talk of the Gadarene steamie for some time. 

For me, there was just one man, but a very scary one, who lived in the graveyard. Now, that’s a red flag to start with. Normal, well-adjusted people do not enjoy such a close association with corpses. It’s not natural to want to be in the midst of death, rather than life. To back up that impression, he was heavily into self-mutilation – which we now recognise as a sign of big emotional trouble – and not at all into personal hygiene.

He was oozing demonic oppression out of every pore. Now I know a lot of people don’t believe in demons, don’t believe there’s a devil, and the devil himself is quite happy to encourage that particular misconception. Suits him fine if he can work under-cover, and so when he wreaks havoc on unbelievers, or even church people who’ve been wrongly taught, they will turn round and blame God for what the devil has done.
But Jesus knew there was a devil, and that he had nasty little minions called demons on his payroll, and by the way, they’re still around to harass the unsuspecting. Jesus was very clear, in fact, as the Bible itself teaches, that he came to destroy the works of the devil [1 John 3.8], to break the curse of demonic oppression over the human race. 

How do these obnoxious wee gremlins get into a human soul? Almost always because we open the door and let them in, by harbouring resentment, unforgiveness, fear, guilt, or – most common of all – self-loathing and worthlessness. These ungodly thoughts and attitudes give the demon a foothold, and all too soon it becomes a stronghold. However, Jesus is bigger and stronger and more powerful than those little creeps. What happened at Gadara was a sign of what was to come, in spades, on the cross. 
And so this monstrosity dragged his stinking, unwashed, BO-laden, fly-blown, naked body toward Jesus and the disciples – a sight to give you nightmares for weeks! – and notice right away that the demons were, in at least one respect, smarter than most of the religious folks of those days. See how they addressed Jesus : Son of God. They knew who Jesus was, and they knew they were busted. They were out of there.

And in all this stuff about demons and suchlike, let’s always keep the right perspective, which is that Jesus is the Name above all Names, enthroned above all power, authority and dominion, who has crushed all His enemies under His feet, and before whom every knee shall bow, in heaven, on earth, and under the earth – all that’s straight from the New Testament and you can take it to the bank. Colossians 2.15 : God in Christ disarmed the spiritual powers and authorities, and made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.
Bottom line – be aware of the little mingers, but don’t be afraid of them, because if you are born again of the Holy Spirit, and truly believe in, trust and follow Jesus from the heart, then He that is in you is greater than them, and you have the authority to chase them. I know Dan Brown and Steven King and others make a fortune writing novels that build up the forces of darkness, and as entertaining as it might be, it’s bad theology and above all it is fiction. The fact is that Jesus destroyed them, ripped them to shreds.

Now let me just say also that, although I’ve cautioned against pretending that there is no devil, and no evil spirits, don’t slip into the ditch on the other side of the road and assume that every little thing that goes wrong must be the devil. Much as I hate to burst your bubble, you ain’t that important to him, and he hasn’t got the staff to get on your case and give you a hard time 24/7. Not every red traffic light is a demonic attack.

Early Christians were expected to renounce the world, the flesh and the devil. In other words, there are three main reasons why your thinking – which, as we’ve said before, is the foundation for how your life turns out – can get derailed. So before you call me to come and exorcise you [or, more likely, to come and exorcise your wife, your husband, your kids, your boss, your next-door neighbour], consider the other options
The world. That is, taking Dan Brown or Steven King, or the scaremongering garbage on the documentary channels, or the irresponsible junk printed in the tabloids, as the gospel and believing it, rather than believing the Bible. Trusting what the world says, lies and manipulation playing on fear, more than what God’s Word says, timeless truth spoken in perfect love to build up faith, will fry your brain and mess up your life.
The flesh. That is, assuming that the world revolves around me, what I think, what I feel, what I want, and if I don’t get my every whim – however selfish or unreasonable, however it impacts anyone else – catered to right away, there’s going to be big trouble. I don’t often turn to TV comedians for theological insight, but I liked Jasper Carrott’s line about the learner driver at his theory test. Who has priority at a roundabout? Me!

It’s about balance, and to be honest, more often than not, the devil doesn’t need to get involved because we’re doing a pretty good job of shooting ourselves in the foot by not feeding our mind on the wholesome food of God’s Word, or by digging a trench of petty selfishness and cynical attention-seeking around us, without his help.

OK, final point, what happened to the demons? Jesus, we read, cut them a bit of slack. Maybe the grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ was so overwhelming that He would even give these little stinkers a chance to get saved. But they didn’t take it. They took over a herd of pigs and stampeded right into the lake. Can you picture the farmer’s face, not to mention the mayhem in the insurance office when that claim form went in? We also read that the people of Gadara were not impressed. They asked Jesus to leave.

Compare and contrast the breathtaking grace and generosity of Our Lord, that He gave even demons the opportunity to change their thinking, change their life, change their destiny ; with the response – the demons chose death and hell rather than life in Jesus, and the locals didn’t want to know either. This is the real tragedy of today, that so many people basically reject the free gift of life in Jesus that is freely available to anyone and everyone, without exception, who will just receive it – but so few do.

Blinkered, confused and deceived by the world, the flesh and the devil, millions choose death rather than life. What a heartbreak for Jesus that, after all the agony He went through to wipe our slate clean, to destroy all the works of the evil one, to bring healing and wholeness in spirit, soul and body, most of the world – just as He predicted – says, no thank you. I have my own beliefs. I’m doing all right on my own.

I urge anyone present today who has not yet received Jesus as Saviour and Lord – don’t waste one more day in the darkness. Don’t rudely throw His amazing grace back in His face one moment longer. Choose Jesus, choose life, choose now.  
