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“Come and hear the demons with your own ears. Come and see them with your own eyes, when defeated by our entreaties and our spiritual flagellations, and by the torture of our words, they abandon the bodies that they had possessed….You will see how they, whom you set in high places and honour as lords, are bound by our hands and tremble within our power.”   [St Cyprian, 252 AD, An Address to Demetrianus, pagan Proconsul of Africa]

The early Christians had no doubts about Christ’s victory over the satanic powers. In St Mark’s Gospel this Sunday, we hear about Jesus’ first miracle, the exorcism of a possessed man in the synagogue at Capernaum (1:21-28). Following His baptism in the Jordan and temptations in the desert, this marks the start of Jesus’ active ministry. 


A Jewish synagogue was more akin to a Presbyterian chapel. It had no ordained minister or priest, because sacrifice was reserved to the temple in Jerusalem. The town authorities often formed a body of elders, who supervised the running of the local prayer house – the word synagogue means “gathering” – through a paid archisynagogus.

The service consisted of prayers and readings from the Torah and the Prophets. A visitor well-versed in the Scriptures might give the exposition. It was therefore not unusual that Jesus should be asked to speak. His address astonishes the congregation, because he taught with an inner assurance and spiritual conviction which they had never heard before, “as one that had authority, and not as the scribes.” His words were drawn from the heart of the Father.

Teaching (more than listening!) is a characteristic activity of Jesus. Mark describes him eleven times as didaskalos, teacher, and seventeen times as teaching. 


The modern demand that Pope, bishops and priests be ever listening to all and sundry, must not be allowed to mask the fact that ultimately they are appointed by Almighty God to teach His Word amidst the chaotic welter of human opinions. Admittedly their teaching will be more effective if they listen to where their disciples are coming from! 


Jesus’ preaching is vindicated by His dramatic spiritual power: “At that moment there was in their synagogue a man in an unclean spirit; he screamed and shouted…”

Is the demon in the man or the man in the demon? Whichever it is, the two beings, one human, the other spiritually evil, are somehow ensphering each other


Rabbinic texts contain many speculative descriptions of demons: the New Testament rarely mentions them except in connection with exorcism - a word coming from the Greek, exorkizo, “I solemnly adjure” you.

Popular religion in the Greco-Roman period was much concerned with liberation from the malevolent powers believed to populate much of the universe. One Qumran text tells of Abraham performing an exorcism. King Solomon was venerated as an exorcist. The historian Josephus describes a Jewish exorcist Eleazar, who expelled demons in the presence of Vespasian the Roman general, later Emperor.


For the Evangelist, however, demons are no longer independently acting entities. They are under the control of the arch-enemy Satan, whose power Christ has vanquished. Thus they have little intrinsic interest. The Gospel’s central theme is the victory of Christ over the powers of darkness, as our baptismal promises state: 
Do you reject sin so as to live in the freedom of God's children? 

Do you reject the glamour of evil, and refuse to be mastered by sin? 

Do you reject Satan, father of sin and prince of darkness? 


The demon’s cry: “What have we in common, Jesus, you Nazarene?” meaning “What do you want with us?” is one of defiance and fear. It recognises Jesus, and is filled with foreboding. The demon has usurped or disabled the man’s own personality to such an extent that it can use his voice apparatus. 


“Have you come to destroy us?” it continues, speaking in the name of all demons, sensing that Jesus’ attack is against the entire demonic realm. It fears that Jesus will remand it to the punishments of Gehenna.


“I know you for what you are – the Holy One of God.”  Uncommon as a messianic title, this address appears only three times in the New Testament. In the Old Testament it is used of Aaron, Elisha and Samson.


This utterance reminds us that the fallen angels have knowledge of spiritual realities beyond human perception. At Jesus’ baptism, the Father’s voice from heaven witnessed to His identity: “'You are my Son, the Beloved; my favour rests on you.” Now it is corroborated by a voice from the underworld.

Jesus will not rely upon the testimony of devils: they are habitual liars and never to be trusted. He rebukes (epitimesen) the being – a verb also used of a judge reaching a determination in the case before him.


Then he “muzzles” the demon – a term also used for binding someone with a magic spell. “Be quiet! Come out of him!” is the JB translation. With few words, without magical formulae or prolonged incantations, Jesus casts out the spirit. 


In spiteful anger the evil spirit throws the man into convulsions and leaves him retching and torn by paroxysms. As St John puts it: “It was to undo all that the devil has done that the Son of God appeared. (1 Jn 3:8)

In Jewish or Greek exorcism narratives, the reality of the exorcism is proven by the demon shattering a statue or overturning a bowl. Jewish exorcists were believed to draw the demon from the nose of the possessed by means of a ring! This account is simpler. 

The demythologizing tendency of Bultmann and his liberal 20th century followers attempted to explain away the NT mention of angels and demons as part and parcel of a primitive first-century worldview, untenable in a scientific age.


In fact, the word “angel” appears 209 times in the New Testament, “devil” 58 times and “demon” 26 times. Cutting them all out does rather leave the text in rags.


Banned from theology, the supernatural world returns via Hollywood and hard rock. We have an epidemic of horror films about demon possession and vampires. The Finnish death metal band Lordi, dressed as diabolic monsters, won the Eurovision Song Contest in 2006.  TV programmes like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Demons and Supernatural seem to focus on the dark side, enticed by the “glamour of evil”.


Jesus’ exorcisms and healings are moreover corroborated by non-Christian sources. The Babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 43a) confirms Jesus' crucifixion on the eve of Passover and makes accusations against Him of practicing sorcery and encouraging Jewish apostasy.


Successful exorcisms were a mark of early Christianity. St Justin Martyr (d. 160 AD) is the first Christian apologist to point to the superior power of Christian exorcism: 

“In the entire universe and in your own city [Rome] there are many demoniacs that other exorcists, sorcerers and magicians were unable to cure. On the other hand, we Christians were able to heal them. By commanding them in the name of Jesus Christ, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate, we reduced to impotence the demons who possessed men.” (2 Apologia 6:5-6)  


Twenty years later St Irenaeus of Lyons reports: “By invoking the name of Jesus Christ, who was crucified under Pontius Pilate, Satan is driven out of men.”


Tertullian, in the third century, asks: “If it were not for us, who could release you from the evil influence of those evil spirits who secretly infiltrate and damage your bodies and your minds?  Who could liberate you from the powerful assaults of demonic forces?”

Thus exorcists became one of the minor orders in the Church, clearly distinguished from pagan charlatans and witch doctors. Even today the diocesan exorcist can pray:
“I command you, Satan, enemy of man’s salvation, recognise the justice and goodness of God, who with just judgment has condemned your pride and your envy. Depart from N. servant of God, whom the Lord has created in His image, enriched with His gifts, and adopted as the child of His mercy.
“I command you, Satan, prince of this world, recognise the invincible power of Jesus Christ: He vanquished you in the desert, He triumphed over you in Gethsemane, He disarmed you upon the cross, and rising from the tomb, carried off your trophies into the kingdom of light. Depart from this creature N. whom the Saviour, born amongst us has made His brother/sister, and dying upon the cross has redeemed with His blood.

“I command you, Satan, seducer of the human race, recognise the Spirit of truth and grace, the Spirit who foils your stratagems and uncovers your lies. Depart from this creature N. whom God has marked with His seal. Leave this man/woman whom God has made His holy temple by the anointing of the Holy Spirit.

“Depart, Satan, depart, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Through the faith and prayer of the church, be gone. Flee, through the sign of the holy cross of Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns for ever and ever. Amen.” (Rituale Romano, Rite of Major Exorcism 2002, my translation from Italian)
