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“The Exorcist”  Luke 4:31-37  5/15/16 

 In 1973 the film, “The Exorcist,” was released and immediately 

scared the living daylights out of millions of theater-goers as they watched 

a 12 year-old demon-possessed girl move physical objects without 

touching them, levitate, speak in an awful voice, demonstrate abnormal 

physical strength, and turn her head all the way round!  Incredibly, the film 

was based on an actual exorcism that occurred in 1949 about which 

detailed testimony was obtained from several eyewitnesses.  The film 

spawned a host of paranormal books, plays, and films dealing with 

demons, ghosts, and most recently, vampires and zombies! 

 Many modern people are skeptical about such things, but in our 

scripture lesson from Luke’s gospel this morning, we find Jesus himself 

playing the role of exorcist.  The passage begins innocently enough: 

31He went down to Capernaum, a city in Galilee, and was teaching them on 

the sabbath. 32They were astounded at his teaching, because he spoke 

with authority. (Luke 4:31-32) 

 We notice a couple things here that we’ve previously seen in Luke’s 

gospel.  Once again Jesus is worshiping in the synagogue on the Sabbath 

day.  He is teaching, which was one the major components of his ministry.  

Typically, rabbis in Jesus’ day relied on precedent to bolster what they 

taught.  They would quote various ancient sources to support their 
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conclusions about a particular passage of scripture.  But not Jesus.  He 

was his own source of authority, which astounded the people who heard 

him teach.  And this time, while he was teaching, something strange 

happened. 

 33In the synagogue there was a man who had the spirit of an unclean 

demon, and he cried out with a loud voice, 34“Let us alone! What have you 

to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know 

who you are, the Holy One of God.” 35But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be 

silent, and come out of him!” When the demon had thrown him down before 

them, he came out of him without having done him any harm. 36They were 

all amazed and kept saying to one another, “What kind of utterance is this? 

For with authority and power he commands the unclean spirits, and out 

they come!” 37And a report about him began to reach every place in the 

region. 

 This is a puzzling passage on several counts, so let’s walk our way 

through it and see what we can learn.  I believe we may even find important 

ways to apply it to our lives!   We might as well get the issue of demon 

possession out of the way first.  Most of us have never witnessed a scene 

like this one.  And, as modern, rational, scientifically-minded people, we are 

naturally skeptical about such things.  I know I am!  However, in Jesus’ day, 

the belief in demons- agents of the devil- was widespread.  People 
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commonly attributed many physical and mental afflictions to demon 

possession, and strange manifestations, like those in “The Exorcist,” were 

also reported.  Some people claimed to be able to deliver others from these 

evil spirits.  Jesus did, and it was a primary component of his ministry. 

 Contemporary Bible scholars have taken several approaches to this 

issue.  Some think that Jesus, being a product of his time and culture, 

believed that demons were real and acted accordingly.  Others think that 

Jesus knew that demonic possession was not real, but accommodated 

himself to the beliefs of those around him, thereby providing actual relief to 

people who believed they were possessed.  Still others think that there are 

things in our world that cannot be scientifically or rationally explained, and 

that demonic possession is one of those things. 

 We should also point out that there are many people today in other 

parts of the world who believe in demonic activity.  People in these 

societies live in constant fear of somehow offending these spirits, and will 

go to extraordinary lengths, including sacrificing their own children, to 

appease them.  You can find belief in demon possession in many 

Pentecostal churches in this country, which I observed when I served in 

such a church years ago.  And, belief in the supernatural and paranormal is 

surprisingly strong among all kinds of Americans today.  This very night 

people will walk past our church, having paid good money to see a ghost! 
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 Interestingly, there is very little mention of demonic possession in the 

Old Testament, but around the time of Jesus, there is a wave of such 

activity.  Perhaps Satan knew that the days of his evil reign were 

numbered, and these manifestations are the death throes of his fight 

against God. 

 At any rate, demon possession in Jesus’ time resulted in tortured 

bodies and souls, and Jesus sought to deliver people from it every chance 

he got.  In our passage, as was often the case, the demon proclaims who 

Jesus is and reacts in fear, acknowledging that Jesus has the power to 

destroy him.  And, as often happens, Jesus tells the demon to shut up.  He 

doesn’t want or need the forces of evil to testify to who he is.  Unlike other 

exorcists of the day who used long, intricate incantations and spells, Jesus 

simply orders the demon to come out of the man, and it does!  The man is 

unharmed, released from the power of evil. 

 And the crowds… they are amazed once again at Jesus’ authority 

and power, and they tell everyone they know so that Jesus’ fame spreads 

all over the region of Galilee. 

 So what do we do with this strange story?  Should we expect to see 

exorcisms today?  Should we be involved in them?  Well, I don’t know 

about that.  In 40 years of ministry, I’ve only encountered one or two 

experiences in which I sensed an overwhelming presence of evil that I 
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thought might be demonic.  But I’ve seen a lot of situations in which a 

person was bound by sin and evil.  Perhaps we can have a role in liberating 

people from that. 

 I think of the presence of human trafficking around the world and right 

here in central PA.  Young people, often girls, are kept in virtual slavery and 

forced to perform sexual acts to enrich their owners.  They are in bondage 

to evil.  What could we do to help liberate them?  Are our laws adequate?  

Could we ask our motel and hotel owners to sign a covenant to be alert to 

this, promising not to profit from it and to call in the authorities when they 

suspect it?  Are there good options for girls who want to leave?  I’m looking 

into this, and I’ll let you know what I find out. 

 There are also people in bondage to drug and alcohol addictions.  

They are no longer free to act as they might like to.  We can walk with them 

as they seek help for their addictions, taking care that we don’t end up 

enabling their addiction with our kindness. 

 Other people are enslaved by their racist heritage and views.  This 

twisted perspective keeps them from seeing people as they really are, and 

is absolutely contrary to the teaching of the Bible which says that all people 

are of equal value because we are made in the image of God.  That 

includes people of color, immigrants, people of different faiths, prisoners, 
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people from Middle Eastern countries, etc.  Racism is a form of bondage, 

too. 

 Some people are in bondage to debt.  They may have made poor 

choices, taking on more debt than they can afford to repay, or just be living 

beyond their means.  Their investments may not have panned out, or they 

may have been bilked out of their money.  However they got there, some 

people are in bondage to debt.   

 Others are in bondage to guilt and shame.  They know they have 

done something awful in their past, or maybe they are doing something 

they know to be wrong now, and they can’t get out from under the burden 

of what they’ve done.  Maybe you know what that’s like.  It is like a giant 

finger is pointing at you pointing out your particular failing.  And you live in 

fear that others will find out what you have done.  You are in bondage to 

shame. 

 Still other people may be in bondage to specific sins, such as greed.  

Like Ebenezer Scrooge or the Grinch, such a person has a compulsion to 

accumulate more and more, even at the cost of loving relationships.  Their 

hearts shrink in their capacity to love and receive love.  They are no longer 

in control of their actions. 

 Or, lust.  There are sexual addictions that afflict more people than you 

might believe, often leaving a trail of broken relationships in their wake. 
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 Or envy.  Some people are consumed with jealousy and envy when 

others do well.  “But they don’t deserve it!” they cry.  “I should have gotten 

that promotion,” they whine.  “Why did he get such a loving wife, while I got 

Lucretia Meanly?”  You get the point.  A person in bondage to envy can 

never enjoy the life God has given them, because they are always focused 

on the life they think they should have gotten! 

 We can be enslaved or in bondage to lots of things besides demonic 

forces, though these things may seem like demons to us.  We even talk 

metaphorically about battling our demons, don’t we?  Perhaps you saw 

yourself in one of these areas of bondage.  If so, I’ve got really good news 

for you. Jesus wants to free you from your bondage!  Remember a few 

weeks ago we read the passage where Jesus announced why he was 

here?  He said that he came to “proclaim release to the captives, and 

recovery of sight to the blind, and to let the oppressed go free.”  

 That’s what Jesus wants for you.  In today’s passage, he 

demonstrated his power over the forces that bound a man, and he can 

liberate you!  Just ask him.  Then talk with one of us or a Christian friend 

and we’ll walk with you during your time of deliverance.  Jesus wants to 

deliver you! 


