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“What Got Into You?”

“So he went away, proclaiming throughout the city how much Jesus had done for him.”

“What got into you?”

It’s a question we ask when someone says or does something that is strange, alien, or out of character.

It can sometimes be positive:
· A sudden outburst of energy from an otherwise lazy person.
· A sloppy teenager who suddenly cleans his bedroom.
· A miserly person who suddenly becomes charitable.

But on most occasions, we ask this question in negative circumstances:
· Cruel remarks spoken by a usually kind person.
· Sudden, unprovoked outbursts of rage.
· Violent attacks that seemingly come out of nowhere.

What got into you?

It’s a question we are asking ourselves this week in the aftermath of yet another senselessly violent attack on
innocent people, this time in a nightclub in Orlando.  It’s a question we find ourselves asking all too often on far
too many occasions of unspeakable violence:

· When a gunman slaughtered innocent children in a classroom in Newtown, Connecticut.
· When terrorist flew airplanes into the Twin Towers on 9/11.
· On this side of the border, when a man filled with hatred against women stormed into Ecole

Polytechnique in Montreal and gunned down 14 women students.

What got into you?

It is a question we ask when it seems like something foreign, an alien entity, has taken control of a person or
community.  It’s not something that is normal; it’s not the way human beings are to treat each other; it is
certainly not what God intended when God created humanity in God’s own image.

What got into you is the question the people in “the country of the Gerasenes, which is opposite Galilee” might
have asked about one of their own, “a man of the city who had demons.” (Luke 8:26-27).  We are not told of
how these demons came to possess the man or any specific characteristics about them; all we do know is that
they were great and number and that “for a long time he had worn no clothes, and he did not live in the house
but in the tombs.”  Neither of these behaviors were either normal or acceptable in this time and place;
nakedness was considered a source of shame, while tombs were considered a source of uncleanness and were
avoided at all costs.  The demons that had gotten into him had taken control of his life, separating him from his
community and enslaving him in their evil grasp; Luke reports that “many times it had seized him; he was kept
under guard and bound with chains and shackles, but he would break the bonds and be driven by the demons
into the wilds.” (8:29).



But when Jesus encounters this man, the demons not only recognize him but also acknowledge that there can
be no accommodation between Jesus and the power of evil: “When he saw Jesus, he fell down before him and
shouted at the top of his voice, ‘What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?  I beg you, do
not torment me.” (8:28).  The ones who had enslaved this man in the bondage of fear and had instilled fear in
others were now the ones who were fearful, “for Jesus had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the
man.” As Jesus’ healing miracles were intended to “demonstrate that through Jesus God was present among
them and at work carrying out the compassion and mercy of his kingdom,” (Alan Brehm), in this exorcism Jesus
is setting free one who had been enslaved by the forces of evil that prevented them from enjoying the freedom
of God’s Kingdom.

Jesus first demonstrates his power over the demon by requiring it to divulge its name.  In the ancient world,
knowing a person’s name meant that you possessed some knowledge about the other person; this is why
Moses was so insistent that God reveal the Lord’s name on Mt. Sinai.  But God’s reply is to give Moses a name
that is not only unpronounceable in Hebrew (YHWH), but cannot be possessed or controlled by human beings:
“God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I AM.’” (Exodus 3:14).  The demons’ reply to Jesus’ demand is to identify
themselves as “’ Legion,’ for many demons had entered him.” (8:30).  “Legion” is a number, a name that
conveys the number and power of the demons that possessed the man; a Roman legion was composed of five
or six thousand men.  Once they reveal their name to Jesus, the demons then “begged him not to order them
to go back into the abyss: (8:31), the place in Scripture where disobedient spirits were imprisoned:

· “For if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to
chains in deepest darkness to be kept until judgment…” – 2 Peter 2:4.

· “And the angels who did not keep their own position, but left their proper dwelling, he has kept in
eternal chains in deepest darkness for the judgment of the great Day.” – Jude 6.

· “Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, holding in his hand the key to the bottomless pit and
a great chain.  He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him
for a thousand years, and threw him into the pit, and locked and sealed it over him, so that he would
deceive nations no more …” – Revelation 20:1-3.

Knowing that they are powerless in the presence of Jesus, the demons negotiate their fate: “Now there was a
large herd of swine feeding; and the demons begged Jesus to let them enter these.  So he gave them
permission.” (8:32).  The pig was the most frequently used sacrificial animal in Greek and Roman worship.  In
Jewish eyes, eating pork was equivalent to paganism and apostasy from Judaism (“I held out my hands all day
long to a rebellious people …who sit inside tombs, and spend the night in secret places; who eat swine’s flesh
with broth of abominable things in their vessels …” – Isaiah 65:2-4).  Pigs were also a symbol of Roman might;
so when “the demons came out of the man and entered the swine, and the herd rushed down the steep bank
into the lake and was drowned” (8:33), Jesus shows his power over both human and superhuman forces of evil.

· “Jesus has outwitted the devil.  The demons that wanted most to avoid being sent into the abyss have
been drowned in the lake.  When it gets its way, evil is always destructive and ultimately self-
destructive.” – Alan Culpepper.

The exorcism is confirmed by witnesses who see the man restored to peace and normalcy; the man is clothed,
sane, and at Jesus’ feet.  But instead of rejoicing that this man had been liberated from the bondage to
demonic forces, their reaction is fear: “Then all the people of the surrounding country of the Geresenes asked
Jesus to leave them; for they were seized with great fear.” (8:37).  As horrific as the presence of the demons
that possessed this man must have been, the Geresenes had become accustomed to its presence among them;
they knew the location of the evil, where the man lived, and had devoted considerable time and expense trying
to guard and control him.  “A community thus learns to live with demonic forces, isolating and partially
controlling them.” (Fred Craddock).  But now the power of God has come into their community and disturbed a



way of life they had come to accept, a power that they cannot calculate nor manage.  Even though their ways
of dealing with the possessed man had been ineffective, they find it hard to deal with the transforming powers
that Jesus has unleashed in their midst.  Their fear acknowledges the mysterious, holy, spiritual power that
Jesus had worked in their midst, but they cannot make a place for it or accommodate it in their lives.  Their
response, therefore, is to ask Jesus to leave; “so he got into the boat and returned.” (8:37).

But the man who had been freed from the bondage of demonic power has a very different response; he
“begged that he might be with him” (8:38).  To “be with him” is a phrase that Luke uses for Jesus’ disciples
(“The Twelve were with him” -8:1).  It is significant that another person who has with Jesus was Mary
Magdalene, “from whom seven demons had gone out” (8:2) and then becomes one of Jesus’ closest followers
and the woman who has recently been lauded as the “apostle to the apostles” by Pope Francis.  But Jesus
sends him back home, commanding him to “return to your home, and declare how much God has done for
you.” (8:39).  This is the beginning of the mission to the Gentiles, which will be entrusted to all of Jesus’
followers when he commands them to “be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends
of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).  “His brief but dramatic experience with Jesus was sufficient to be the content of a
witness, and the behavior of the people in the area certainly reveals their need for such a witness.” (Craddock). 
Although Jesus couldn’t stay in this place because the people were so afraid of him, “he left the man who had
been set free as a living testimony to the truth that evil cannot prevail over God’s kingdom.” (Brehm).

The witness of this liberated man to his people is the witness of the Gospel to all people in all places that in
Christ all forces that seek to enslave us and deny us the fullness of God’s grace have been overcome.  Martin
Luther teaches us that the Lord who freed this man from bondage has also “purchased and freed me from all
sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and
his innocent suffering and death.” (Small Catechism).  As these forces of darkness that had gotten into this man
had filled others in his community with fear and anxiety, the sudden and unexpected outbursts of evil that we
experience shock us and fill us with similar dread.  But the witness of this liberated man is that there is no force
in heaven or on earth as powerful as that of the Lord who is with us always, the wondrous, steadfast love of
God assures us that “though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.”  Paul encourages us to
believe and trust 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.” (Romans 8:38-39).  While God’s Word cautions us to be vigilant against the forces of
evil that seek to destroy us (“Discipline yourselves, keep alert.  Like a roaring lion your adversary the devil
prowls around, looking for someone to devour.” – 1 Peter 5:8), in Christ we have the power to “resist him
steadfast in your faith,” knowing that “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in
them … There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear …” (1 John 4:16-18).  In Baptism, we renounce
“the devil and all the forces that defy God, the powers of this world that rebel against God, and the ways of sin
that draw you from God,” knowing that “the real source of freedom from all the evil and pain and trauma and
injustice that binds people in our world today is the power of God’s kingdom at work among us and through
us.” (Brehm).  Living together in trust and hope in a faith that is rooted in the Gospel of Jesus Christ, we live in
confidence that even “though hordes of devils fill the land all threatening to devour us, we tremble not,
unmoved we stand, they cannot overpower us.”  We pray that Our Father will “save us from the time of trial,”
so that “the devil, the world, and our flesh may not deceive us or mislead us into false belief, despair, and other
great and shameful sins, and that, although we may be attacked by them, we may finally prevail and gain the
victory.” (Small Catechism).

When the Geresenes asked “what got into him?” as they witnessed their neighbor’s suffering under the control
of demonic forces, they knew that there was an alien entity that was enslaving him from living the abundant
life that God intended for him.  But what they failed to recognize is that something had also gotten into them, a
reality that becomes evident when they respond to Jesus’ casting out the demon with fear and asking Jesus to
leave.  The same forces of darkness that had enslaved the man had taken control of the entire community, for



fear is not an aspect of God’s reign but a symptom of the power of evil gaining control of people.  It is a fear
that we have no power to overcome on our own; that is why John describes the power of love that overcomes
fear as one that “casts out fear” (1 John 4:18).  As Jesus casts out the demons that enslaved the man, our
Saviour has the power to cast out the demonic power of evil that enslaves us today, fills us with anxiety, and
enshrouds us in darkness.  But the light Christ shines in the midst of this darkness, and the darkness of evil
cannot and will not overcome it.  As Christ broke the chains that bound this man, our Lord has broken the
chains of fear that enslave us that that we can show others our broken chains “as a testimony that God can
give them the freedom they’ve always longed for.” (Brehm).

In a life filled confronted powerful forces evil that fill people with racial hatred that led to acts of unspeakable
cruelty, Martin Luther King Jr. proclaimed that the power of God’s love is greater than whatever forces of
darkness seemed to be winning the battle:

· “At the centre of the Christian faith is the conviction that in the universe there is a God of power who is
able to do exceedingly abundant things in nature and in history.  This conviction is stressed over and
over again in the Old and the New Testaments.  Theologically, this affirmation is expressed in the
doctrine of the omnipotence of God.  The God whom we worship is not a weak and incompetent God. 
He is able to beat back gigantic waves of opposition and to bring low prodigious mountains of evil.  The
ringing testimony of the Christian faith is that God is able.” – Strength to Love.

What got into you?

We may never understand why people commit such unspeakable acts of violence and cruelty that happen all
too frequently.  We do know that the forces of evil are alive in the world still seeking to enslave us and destroy
us, and that this enslavement can happen to entire communities as well as individuals.  But we also know as
Christians that the forces of darkness cannot overpower us because they have been defeated through the
power of Christ’s death and resurrection.  As the Geresene man experienced liberation from the forces that
had gotten into him, we pray that all people might be liberated from the fear, hatred, bigotry, and darkness
that enslaves them so that they might also proclaim how much God has done for them.  May God’s presence
enter into us, liberate us, bless us, and comfort us with the assurance that nothing will from the Lord his
children sever; for it is God’s “loving purpose solely to preserve them pure and holy.” Amen.


