
Uncontrollable evil 

Mark 5:1-20 

 

We live in very strange times. 

 

Earlier this week the BBC published a story about the safest way to 

hug people.  

 

I know that not everybody enjoys a close embrace but I’ve never met 

anyone who is worried about what to do if they find themselves in a 

hugging scenario. However, in these bizarre days we now have 

hugging advice from the experts. How does someone become a 

hugging expert? Do you have to do a course? Do you have to pass 

an exam? Is there a special certificate that can be presented from 

the British Society of Hugging that verifies the credentials of the 

experts? 

 

It’s not just hugging, think about holidays. We now have a traffic light 

system for helping us decide where to go. Green, amber and red. As 

we all know the different colours aren’t based on value for money or 

guaranteed exposure to hot sun but by the likelihood of us having a 

personal encounter with coronavirus. 

 

In the days of Jesus’ day they didn’t have a traffic light system for 

visiting different places. However, if they did, the place we read 

about at the beginning of Mark chapter 5 would have been at the 

top of the red list. 

 

Let me show you why.  

 

Look at verse 1. Read verses 1 to 5. 

 

Does this look like a tempting holiday destination? Of course not.  

 

If we were alive at the time of Jesus and we were visiting ancient 

Israel our tour guide would have instructed us not to go near this 

region. 

 

This was a place controlled by an uncontrollable person. 

 

This is person we hope never sits next to us on the bus. 

 

He is a man who is strange, strong and scary. 

 

Let me list some of his features. 

 

According to verse 2, he has an impure or unclean spirit. This is not 

referring to his inner moral qualities. No, this is talking about the 

inner presence of a demon in his life. Indeed, as we read on we 

discover that’s it’s not just one evil spirit but many. His name is 

legion, which was the largest formation of soldiers in the Roman 

army, numbering over 3,500. Here is a man who is under the 

oppressive control of evil spirits.  

 

Let me say a couple of things about this man’s demonic situation.  

 

First, the Bible knows the difference between mental illness and 

demon possession. It is wrong to say that what we call problems of 

the mind, they called problems of the spirits. The Bible is very careful 

to distinguish between illness caused by the broken of our bodies 

and pain caused by the presence of an evil spirit.  

 

Second, we have no idea how he got himself in this situation. There 

is no back story. We don’t know what he did to open himself up to 

such influence. I’m sure we would all like to know. But notice this 

isn’t the point God wants us to focus on. If he did he would have told 

us. But instead we are simply presented with a man under the 

destructive control of evil spirits.  

 



We’re told in verse 3 that he lived alone in the tombs. That is, his 

postcode is the cemetery.  

 

No one wanted him around.  

 

In fact, according to verse 4, they had even tried to chain him up to 

keep him away from wider society. However, this had been a failure. 

The demons gave him super strength which resulted in him breaking 

free from even the strongest irons.  

 

It gets worse. We’re told in verse 5 that night and day he would cry 

out and cut himself with stones.  

 

This is not the picture postcard for the local tourist board, is it? 

 

It’s a red list location.  

 

It’s a terrible scene of human pain and human helplessness.  

 

The man’s situation is desperate and dark. But no one can do 

anything.  

 

The people are helpless. They have tried their best and they have 

tried their worst. But the man remains out of control and his life is a 

mess. 

 

What about Jesus? What can he do when confront by such 

uncontrollable demonic darkness? 

 

We know what he can do when confronted with an uncontrobbale 

storm on the sea but what power does he have over an 

uncontrollable storm caused by the presence of demons? 

 

Look at what happens in verse 6. Read verses 6 to 10. 

 

This is a very dramatic situation. 

 

The uncontrollable man sees Jesus in the distance and what does 

he do? He charges at him.  

 

He may well have done this a thousand times. Whenever people get 

too close he defends his territory. He runs and they run faster.  

 

But this time it’s different. Jesus enters the scene and the demons 

know it’s game over.  

 

It’s not even a close call. They don’t even have a little skirmish. 

 

The man sees Jesus and the next thing we know he is kneeling 

before Jesus and the demons are begging for their lives. 

 

One of the things we notice about the evil spirits is that they know 

who Jesus is. Unlike his disciples who are still trying to work it out, 

the demons declare that Jesus is the Son of the Most High God.  

 

This is a great lesson for us. Knowing things about Jesus is not the 

same as knowing him by faith as Lord and Saviour.   

 

The demons know things about Jesus but critically they don’t trust 

him and they don’t love him. Instead they fear him and they beg 

him not to destroy them.  

 

You may not think it is possible for this conversation to get any 

stranger. But it does. Listen to verse 11. Read verses 11 to 13. 

 

The obvious question is, what is going on with the pigs?  

 

The first thing to say is that Jesus didn’t have to do this. The evil 

spirits didn’t need to inhabit any physical body.  



Jesus could just have expelled them as he did on other occasions. 

But on this occasion he deliberately permitted the demons to inhabit 

the pigs. 

 

The question is, why? 

 

We’re not told the definite answer but let me suggest two reasons. 

 

First, Jesus permits it so we get a better idea of how powerful the 

evil was in this man’s life.  

 

We already had a taste because of the man’s behaviour but now 

there is no doubt about the powerful of the demonic army residing in 

this many. They quickly run 2000 pigs off a steep cliff.  

 

And yet here’s the truth. These are the demons who bow at the feet 

of Jesus. 

 

They are powerful but their power is no match for Jesus and his 

words. 

 

Sometimes I hear Christians talk about certain places where they 

fear the gospel of Jesus won’t work. I’ve heard it said of places 

where there is a strong interest in the occult or perhaps an interest in 

witchcraft or other dark practices. It’s heard it said about places like 

Whitby. 

 

It’s as if some Christians believe we are limited in the terrain 

that we can see the kingdom of God advance.  

 

But this is nonsense. We have everything we need to see the gospel 

advance everywhere. Jesus is all-powerful and nothing can stand 

against his people when they share his words and seek his help. 

 

   

Second, Jesus permits this so we get a better idea of the destructive 

desire of evil.  

 

It’s not Jesus who pushes the pigs off the hilltop to provide 2000 

bacon sandwiches for a breakfast bible study. No, Jesus permits the 

action but it is the demons who bring death and destruction.  

 

One of the devil’s ancient tricks is to make us doubt and disobey 

the words of God. On the surface this may seem wise and liberating 

and modern. We may be tempted by the promise of choice and 

freedom. But let’s be clear. The devil only wants to harm us and ruin 

our lives. So don’t fall for his ways even if they seem dazzling and 

popular. 

 

One of the dangers of this story is that we end up spending more 

time talking about the pigs that the man who was possessed by a 

legion of demons.  So let me show you what happened to him. 

 

Look at verse 14. Read verses 14 and 15. 

 

Isn’t this a beautiful picture of the difference Jesus makes! 

 

The before and after picture is incredible.  

 

What’s the before? Before he met Jesus his life was out of control. 

He was out of control. His life was chaos as the storm raged within 

his heart.  

 

But then he met Jesus. The picture is wonderful. He is calm and he 

is sane. 

 

I don’t know what personal or psychological demons you are 

facing. But this story assures me that nothing is too dark and nothing 

is too deep for Jesus to change.  

 



We’re presented in Mark chapter 5 with a man who could not be 

helped by anyone around him. But then he met Jesus. And Jesus 

turned his world around. 

 

What is it you are struggling with? What darkness rages like a 

storm within? Well, come to Jesus. He can help you. He will 

determine whether the transformation will be instantaneous or 

whether it will be slow. His wisdom allocates the speed. But here is 

the truth – no one is beyond the help of Jesus. 

 

As I draw this sermon to an end, I want to highlight the two different 

ways that people responded to what Jesus does for this man.  

 

We’ve seen a dramatic demonstration of Jesus’ power, but how 

should we respond to it?  

 

Let me show you the first response.  

 

Look at verse 16. Read verses 16 and 17. 

 

They beg Jesus to live the region. 

 

Why? Why not ask him to stay so he can bring blessing and 

restoration to the rest of their broken lives? 

 

Quite frankly they don’t want him to. They have seen Jesus change 

this man’s life for the better but they don’t want the same for 

themselves. They don’t want the powerful Jesus to interfere with 

their day to day choices. 

 

You may not yet be a Christian. Maybe this is your issue. You read 

about Jesus power and you have seen it worked in the lives of 

others. But you fear it being released into your own situation, even 

when you know that so much of your life is a mess.  

 

If this is you then please hear again that Jesus isn’t just strong, he is 

kind. Of course he does want to be your Lord. He does want to be in 

charge. And he does promise he will change you. But he will do this 

for the better. He loves. And so please let him do the work that 

needs to be done. 

 

I can I say the same things to those of us who are Christians. Don’t 

be afraid of internal revolution. I know we are tempted to sign up 

to Christianity lite, where we remain in charge, where we call the 

shots and when we want through our lives as an uncommitted 

spiritual consumer. But this isn’t want Jesus wants. So let’s allow him 

to do the deep work in our hearts that will bring true liberty and joy. 

 

As we finish let show you the second response to the power of 

Jesus.  

 

Look at verse 18. Read verses 18 to 20.  

 

I love this ending, don’t you?  

 

The man, understandably, begs to stay with Jesus. But Jesus tells 

him to go and tell other people how much the Lord has done for him.  

 

Indeed, who is he to tell? The very people that have just begged 

Jesus to leave because they don’t want him around.  

 

Jesus says, go and tell them what God has done for you. 

 

I think this is a very helpful way to ensure that we talk about God 

much more often in our conversations, whether with Christians or 

non-Christians.  

 

Let’s talk about what God has done for us. Let’s communicate how 

we have received the mercy of God.  

 



I don’t know the precise details of your story if you are a Christian. 

But here’s what I do know. It’s a story of what God has done for you. 

It’s a story of God’s mercy. 

 

Whether it’s a dramatic turnaround or a dramatic prevention.  

 

Whether it’s a story of drugs or a story of decent living. 

 

All Christians can speak of what God has done.  

 

He has forgiven our sins. He has given us his Spirit. He has given us 

a family. For some he has broken an addiction. For others he has 

taken away a raging temper. For others he has schooled us all our 

lives in a family that is committed to the teachings of the Bible.  

 

But here’s what we need to understand. None of this is deserved. All 

of it is the mercy of God. 

 

So let’s pray for the persistent courage to tell those around us what 

the Lord has done. 

 

Let’s pray.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


