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What have you to do with us? 
Mark 1:21-28 

Readings: Deuteronomy 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 8:1-13; Mark 1:21-28 

 
 
There are few things more disconcerting than someone shouting out during a 

sermon.  I don’t mean something encouraging which can happen at our more 
enthusiastic churches.  Rather something confronting, disrupting and disturbing. 

I thought about manufacturing such an event to see what would happen.   
But when I have been in churches when it happens, or when it has happened to 

me as a preacher, you can see people who just a few moments earlier had been 
comfortable soaking up the religious atmosphere, looking around, no longer 
comfortable, thinking what is going on, often with a look of “This has nothing to do with 
me.” 

Our reading from Mark today is of just such an event.  It starts comfortably for us 
reminding us of Jesus being a great teacher but suddenly as a voice calls out it 
becomes something much more confronting, disrupting and disturbing. 

As we hear a demoniac’s voice cry out “What have you to do with us” we maybe 
wondering what does this have to do with us?  What are we to do with this language of 
unclean spirits and exorcism?  But we may alarmingly find that there is echo of the 
demonic question within us which will also be confronting, disrupting and disturbing. 

CAN WE AVOID THIS TOPIC 

For the modern mind when language of the demonic and exorcism appears the 
tendency is either to dismiss it as pre-scientific mythology, relabel it as psychiatric 
disorder, reinterpret it as symbolising other kinds of oppression and evil or I suspect 
most commonly simply avoid it.  But perhaps we should put such thinking to one side 
and firstly consider how central spiritual conflict is to the ministry of Jesus. 

Jesus Ministry 
As we look at the Gospel of Mark this year we will see that his presentation of 

Jesus has a prominent place for his confrontation with opposing spiritual forces.  John 
the Baptist has announced that Jesus will baptise with the Holy Spirit. At his baptism 
Jesus is anointed with the Holy Spirit and is immediately led into the wilderness to be 
tempted by Satan for 40 days.   

As he preaches the gospel, the good news of the Kingdom in Mark 1 we are told 
three times that this accompanied by casting out demons (v25, 34, 39).  We should note 
that in each of these occassions Mark clearly distinguishes these events of spiritual 
deliverence from acts of healing. 

As the gospel continues Jesus is asked questioned about the source and 
meaning of his ability as an exorcist in chapter 3 and in chapter 5 he shows the extent of 
that power when he frees a powerful demoniac known as “Legion”. 

We see then that we cannot strip the demonic from Marks presentation of Jesus 
without radically changing the developing portrait.  Jesus is presented as an exorcist, it 
is not something we can or should avoid. 

Jesus Training Ministry 
Perhaps though, we might think, this was something that Jesus was involved in 

but was for him alone.  This is hard to maintain form Mark’s account for Jesus has just 
called disciples to follow him, to learn from him, and the first thing that happens is they 
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witness their teacher and example perform an exorcism.  Later Jesus specifically gives 
his disciples authority not only to preach but to cast out demons, which they did. (Mark 
6:7-13)  Followers of Jesus were to be involved in this spiritual conflict. 

The Rest of the New Testament 
If we look wider than Mark we find a similar pattern.  In Matthew and Luke 

exorcism is a fundamental part of Jesus proclamation of the coming Kingdom of God.  In 
the book of Acts it is part of the ministry of the Apostles, and it is inferred in a number of 
the letters to the early Church. 

Interestingly however there is no reference to exorcism in the Gospel of John but 
there the battle with the demonic is put on a more cosmic scale where the whole of 
Jesus’ ministry is seen as an ultimately victorious struggle with Satan. It is as the risen 
Jesus is proclaimed that the forces of darkness are defeated. 

The Reality of the Demonic 
From this all too brief survey we can see that Jesus’ struggle with demonic forces 

is not something that can easily be avoided or ignored in his ministry or that of the early 
Church. 

And if he has come to announce and embody the kingdom of God and we believe 
that, it should not surprise us that there is opposition and that Jesus would confront it 
when it came across his path. 

Moreover for those involved in the ongoing task of proclaiming Jesus and being 
involved in ministry there are occasions when spiritual conflict becomes very real.  There 
continues to be spiritual opposition to Jesus to the ongoing work of the Kingdom.  As I 
spoke with some trepidation about these ideas at staff meeting this week I was mildly 
surprised to discover that all were able to speak of some experience in these matters.   

It should not be a shock that we continue to have a Diocesan Exorcist. 
Graham Twelftree respected Professor of New Testament at Regent University, 

Virgina at the end of his scholarly book In the Name of Jesus: Exorcism among Early 
Christians states “I remain convinced by the testimony of credible witnesses and 
reasonable arguments, as well as personal experience, that it is judicious to entertain 
the idea of the existence of some form of spiritual entities not unreasonably designated 
“evil spirits”. (p 293.) 

That is a wonderful scholarly way of saying “I believe in the demonic” and I have 
no reasons to disagree with his conclusion. 

Responding to this Reality 
This may all seem confronting, disrupting and disturbing, and not what you 

thought you would be thinking about this morning, and may fill you with thoughts of 
dodgy Hollywood blockbusters so we consider a few more things. 

Restraint 
Firstly the New Testament unlike other religious works of the time and later 

periods, and some current Christian books on spiritual warfare is very restrained in its 
imagery of and interest in the demonic.  It recognises its reality and not much else, there 
is no demonology, “How to recognise a demon” or as facebook would probably do it 
“Which demon do you have?”  To focus on the demonic is as bad as to ignore it. 

C.S. Lewis wrote in the preface to his classic The Screwtape Letters “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.” 

Defeated Enemy 
Secondly throughout the New Testament we are regularly reminded that while 

there is opposition there is only one victor.  One thing that marks the New Testament 
dealing with the demonic is the brevity of the encounters, there is no great struggle or 
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elaborate incantations rather either Jesus or those working in Jesus name quickly bring 
victory in liberation to those afflicted. 

This means that we do not need to be disturbed in the face of such a reality we 
can with confidence in the name of Jesus deal and in the power of the Holy Spirit 
confront this reality.  And I should at this point say that if there is something you would 
like to deal with in relation to this please don’t hesitate to speak to me or another 
member of staff please.  We would love to pray with you and for you. 

The Victor 
In doing so and praying in the name of Jesus we put the focus where it should be, 

not on the demonic but on Jesus who personally and ultimately defeats the powers of 
evil and brings relief to the captive. 

Particularly through his death and resurrection he has triumphed over death and 
darkness.  That is where the focus should be and it would seem that this is the pattern 
that we see in the New Testament, less focus on the minor skirmish of exorcisms and 
more on a declaration that Jesus has already won the decisive battle.  As the victorious 
Jesus is proclaimed and responded to and relied on evil is defeated. 

THE AUTHORITY OF JESUS 

That is perhaps the longest introduction to looking at a passage that I have ever 
written but it helps us focus on what Marks intention is in telling us of this incident.  He is 
not wishing for us to focus on the forces of evil but on the one who forces them to flee. 

He presents Jesus who teaches with great authority, bringing direct 
understanding of God and his kingdom.  He does not quote other scholars and 
authorities, as I note I have done this morning.  This authority is seen to go beyond 
simply his teaching being demonstrated in his power over the spiritual realm. 

Part of Jesus power is in silencing the spirit, he does not want or need the 
witness of the demonic, but in this very demonstration of power he shows the truth of 
what the spirit has declared.  In Jesus of Nazareth, the Holy One of God is present with 
his people, the one who not only powerfully proclaims the Kingdom of God, not only 
shows the power and triumph of the Kingdom, but is the Kingdom of God come in 
person. 

Each service here at the Cathedral, indeed in any Christian gathering as Jesus is 
proclaim there is a voice crying out which should be confronting, disrupting and 
disturbing.  For it is not the presence of the spiritual world which should unsettle us but 
the presence of this Jesus, God’s Kingdom come.  This is an enormous reality we are 
dealing with, someone who is much more than a great moral teacher. 

The questions that this passage present us with is are we listening to his 
teaching, do we follow his commands? 

The response of the demoniac reminds us that simply recognising who Jesus is is 
not sufficient.  If we do not respond with repentance in his presence and coming willingly 
into his kingdom we are in effect saying “What have you to do with me Jesus” and this 
passage shows us ultimately where such a response comes from. 

Rather we should understand what he has to do with us, he has come to tell us 
the Good News of God’s kingdom, God’s forgiveness and God’s victory   

He has come to save us and welcome us into the light and our eternal home.  
Understanding this will mean that being disturbed by Jesus we can sing with the hymn. 

Jesus! my Shepherd, Brother, Friend, 
O Prophet, Priest and King, 
My Lord, my Life, my Way, my End, 
Then when we do feel confronted, disrupted and disturbed we can say with Paul 

“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all 
creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 


