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Demons: Do they? Don’t they? What if?

In a gathering of this number I expect there will be representatives of a whole range of beliefs and ideas when it comes to this subject.  This is not surprising as it is one of the most controversial and sensitive subjects in the Christian world and certainly one of the most controversial concepts in Mental Health.

My name is Jonathan Clark.  I am the Manager of Premier Lifeline, the confidential helpline of Premier Christian Radio and a Director of Mind and Soul.

My background straddles the divide in this issue.  I am a Christian who grew up in a very conservative Bible-believing Church but where, although one believed the Bible passages were real and occurred, spiritual gifts or experiences were seen as having been in the Apostolic Era only, and not here in Britain today.  A rational, academic, and studious approach was taken.  Yes, we were taught to pray, but God worked through Doctors, medicine and, in mental health, psychiatry.  So when a member of my family had a breakdown in her middle age, there were no qualms about her being admitted to hospital for treatment.  When I was in my teens my parents moved churches and the new Church was very different: it was charismatic, full of spiritual gifts and also claims of healing; it couldn’t have been more different.  

After University I went into a career in mental health and have worked in a range of settings from long stay hospitals, community mental health teams, day hospitals, etc.  I have also worked in both the statutory and voluntary sectors along with twice working for mental health/community care projects under the auspices of Dioceses of the Anglican Church.

On a parallel line I have also been a Church Minister and pastored two Churches, the first near Canterbury for 6 years and the second near Dorking for 7 years.  In my “spare time” I have undergone training and experience in the healing and deliverance ministry.

The one thing my background taught me was to read and study and this applied equally to academic research and the Bible.  In my Bible study I read all the passages about the work of Jesus and how He dealt with demons and I was left with the clear understanding that this was meant to be in the Bible for us to read today.  The question is how we understand it and what sense do we make of it.

From my understanding of the Bible we live a created universe which contains the physical world in which we live.  There is also a spiritual world surrounding us which we have the ability to relate to.  Human beings are not made as physical beings only, but also as spiritual ones.  

The spiritual world first and foremost includes God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  If you do not believe they exist then there is little hope that you will ever consider the existence of demons as being a reality, for my starting point has to be a recognition of there being something and someone beyond the tangible physical world.  This is where what I will say next departs from mainstream secular psychiatry based on scientific research.

Most people will accept that there is good and evil in this world but many will explain them away as being purely the result of the choices made by individuals and communities and not evidence of entities outside of the physical world.

Many religious people will explain the Bible’s discussion of Satan/the Devil and demons as being the personification of evil rather than living beings in that a spirit of evil comes over a person or community, but that spirit is a symbolic picture of the power of the evil/sin – “spirit of evil”; “the essence of evil.”

I have never been of that opinion.  I have always taken the Bible and its teaching to be literal when it talks about an adversary called Satan or the Devil and evil spirits and demons.  In the same way, I have believed the Bible when it talks about God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit and angels.  So I have no problem in understanding the concept of a spiritual world in which there are spiritual beings who may not be visible or tangible from our natural perspective but who can impact us.

Over the years I have been struck by the number of people who believe in the spiritual world and become ever fearful of the power of evil, the Devil and demons.  Yet as I read the Bible, I am convinced that the power of evil is limited.  Satan is not portrayed in the Bible as equal but opposite to God, but as an ambitious, jealous and rebellious created being trying to undermine his Creator.  He never had the upper hand over God but he deceived mankind to follow him, yet even the power of this has been conquered by Jesus, His life, death and resurrection.  There will be a time when Satan will be finally punished and exiled.  Satan is as a gnat to God, not an equal.

My understanding of Satan’s origin is that he was created as an angel – one with authority along with Gabriel and Michael, but who was dissatisfied with serving God and wanted worship for himself.  He caused a rebellion in the angelic world and a third of the angels sided with him.  These are now known as demons or evil spirits.  As a fallen angel, Satan is limited in where he can be; he is not omnipresent like God.  Satan cannot be in different places at the same time so we should not always claim it is Satan who did this or that.  However, his followers the demons do his work on his behalf or encourage us to do it for them.

The life of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels is a challenge to anyone with a rational enlightened scientific mind.  He may have been a wise teacher and philosopher but throughout the passages are also the records of the healings, deliverance and miracles that He undertook.  

If you study the passages which relate to the ministry of Jesus, of all the supernatural interventions – healings, miracles and deliverance - deliverance only occurs on a limited number of occasions.  The paralysed, the blind, the woman with the flow of blood, those with leprosy, plus many more came or were brought to Jesus and received their healing with no mention of any need for deliverance – the casting out of demons. Where there are generic lists of people being brought to Jesus, being demonised is just one of a range of conditions listed as reasons for people to be brought.  For example, Matthew 4:24 “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people.  News about him spread all over Syria, and people brought to him all who were ill with various diseases, those suffering severe pain, the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and the paralyzed, and he healed them.”

This at the very start undermines the case put forward by some that all illness whether physical or mental is indicative of the presence of demons and deliverance is always needed.  This is certainly not borne out in the Bible passages.  However, the Bible does indicate that there were some people who were deemed to be in need of deliverance from demons.  

Mark 1:33-34 “The whole town gathered at the door, and Jesus healed many who had various diseases. He also drove out many demons, but he would not let the demons speak because they knew who he was.” This is very clearly distinct as it states “He also,,,”.  Jesus healed the sick and also delivered people from demons.

So, what of the passages that relate to directly to deliverance?  Some of these clearly apply to people who had what could be seen as physical conditions or infirmities: 

Matthew 9:32-33 “While they were going out, a man who was demon-possessed and could not talk was brought to Jesus. And when the demon was driven out, the man who had been mute spoke.”

Matthew 12:22 “Then they brought him a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute, and Jesus healed him, so that he could both talk and see.”

Where there was a physical consequence of the demonic presence in the person’s life and the demon was cast out, the physical condition was cured.  However, as listed above, there are other examples of similar healings without deliverance.

One passage that causes controversy is the one in Matthew 17: 14-18 “When they came to the crowd, a man approached Jesus and knelt before him. ‘Lord, have mercy on my son,’ he said. ‘He has seizures and is suffering greatly. He often falls into the fire or into the water. I brought him to your disciples, but they could not heal him.’ ‘O unbelieving and perverse generation,’ Jesus replied, ‘how long shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring the boy here to me.’ Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of the boy, and he was healed from that moment.”  The reason this is controversial is that it is generally taken that the seizures referred to are due to epilepsy, and the logical conclusion is that all epilepsy is related to demons.  However, in the passage in Matthew 4, healings from seizures are listed separately from deliverance from demons therefore implying that although in Matthew 17 the seizures were related to the demonic, in other cases they were not. 

What is more, there are passages in the Bible where there is deliverance from demons without any clear illness being indicated.  Mark 1:23-25 “Just then a man in their synagogue who was possessed by an evil spirit cried out, ‘What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God!’  ‘Be quiet!’ said Jesus sternly. ‘Come out of him!’ The evil spirit shook the man violently and came out of him with a shriek.”  The man was causing a disruption when the evil spirit cried out in the presence of Jesus, but there is no indication of any form of illness.

The one passage that is always quoted as representing mental illness in the New Testament is found in Matthew 8, Mark 5 and Luke 8, and relates to the story of “Legion” or the “Gadarene Demoniac”.  Over the years I have heard this account being used as an illustration of schizophrenia, bi-polar disorder or some other form of severe mental illness.  Having worked for a number of years for what was then the National Schizophrenia Fellowship (now Rethink), I have never accepted that this passage gives anything like the details of symptoms that would enable the diagnosis of schizophrenia to be applied, nor does a diagnosis of bi-polar disorder ring true to me.  At a stretch I could understand also why borderline personality disorder, psychopathic disorder or even dissociative identity disorder might be proffered as suggestions, yet for what purpose?  I am left convinced that the rationale behind these suggestions is to try to either:

1. Explain away what is in the Bible as an illustration of the power of God by offering a re-interpretation of the passage to illustrate that Jesus did not understand what He was tackling, that what He thought of as demons is really explainable as a mental illness.  This does not explain the outcome

2. Or, identify the criteria for who should or should not be put through deliverance.  The trouble with this is that we have scant real details and, as has already been seen in physical conditions, the cause may be different even with similar symptoms.

What do the passages actually say about this situation? 

Matthew 8v.28 When he arrived at the other side in the region of the Gadarenes, two demon-possessed men coming from the tombs met him. They were so violent that no one could pass that way.

Mark 5:1-5 “They went across the lake to the region of the Gerasenes.  When Jesus got out of the boat, a man with an evil spirit came from the tombs to meet him.  This man lived in the tombs, and no one could bind him any more, not even with a chain. For he had often been chained hand and foot, but he tore the chains apart and broke the irons on his feet.  No one was strong enough to subdue him.  Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.  

Luke 8:26-29 They sailed to the region of the Gerasenes, which is across the lake from Galilee. When Jesus stepped ashore, he was met by a demon-possessed man from the town. For a long time this man had not worn clothes or lived in a house, but had lived in the tombs. When he saw Jesus, he cried out and fell at his feet, shouting at the top of his voice, "What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, don't torture me!" For Jesus had commanded the evil spirit to come out of the man. Many times it had seized him, and though he was chained hand and foot and kept under guard, he had broken his chains and had been driven by the demon into solitary places.

Jesus meets two men who lived among the tombs, isolated from everyone else, so violent that no one could pass that way.  Two of the Gospel writers focus on the main character.  The people around felt he needed to be chained up for the protection of himself and/or others with a guard, but he had such incredible strength that it was impossible to restrain him or hold him down.  He had broken free, he was naked, homeless, solitary, he would cry out day and night, and he would cut himself.  A description of someone in great distress, a danger to himself and others, wild and tormented.  Was he in mental distress?  Undoubtedly so.  But does this description reveal someone who has a clear diagnosable mental disorder or is it more symptomatic of deep anguish, distress, and even derangement of thought and behaviour?  Is he the sort of person to be admitted to the local mental health unit?  I would argue not, but maybe to the forensic unit or special hospital with a debate as to whether he was mad or bad!  Treatable or just containable.  They did not have the powerful medication that we have and so after constraints failed the man ran wild.  Everyone knew him or knew of him and avoided him.

To the surprise of all around this man recognised Jesus for who He was.

Matthew 8:29-34 “‘What do you want with us, Son of God?’ they shouted. ‘Have you come here to torture us before the appointed time?’ Some distance from them a large herd of pigs was feeding. The demons begged Jesus, ‘If you drive us out, send us into the herd of pigs.’  He said to them, "Go!" So they came out and went into the pigs, and the whole herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and died in the water.  Those tending the pigs ran off, went into the town and reported all this, including what had happened to the demon-possessed men.  Then the whole town went out to meet Jesus. And when they saw him, they pleaded with him to leave their region.”

Mark 5: 6-14 When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and fell on his knees in front of him.  He shouted at the top of his voice, ‘What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? Swear to God that you won't torture me!’ For Jesus had said to him, ‘Come out of this man, you evil spirit!’  Then Jesus asked him, ‘What is your name?’ ‘My name is Legion,’ he replied, ‘for we are many.’ And he begged Jesus again and again not to send them out of the area.  A large herd of pigs was feeding on the nearby hillside. The demons begged Jesus, ‘Send us among the pigs; allow us to go into them.’  He gave them permission, and the evil spirits came out and went into the pigs. The herd, about two thousand in number, rushed down the steep bank into the lake and were drowned.  Those tending the pigs ran off and reported this in the town and countryside, and the people went out to see what had happened.  

Luke 8:28-35 When he saw Jesus, he cried out and fell at his feet, shouting at the top of his voice, "What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I beg you, don't torture me!"  For Jesus had commanded the evil spirit to come out of the man. Many times it had seized him, and though he was chained hand and foot and kept under guard, he had broken his chains and had been driven by the demon into solitary places. Jesus asked him, "What is your name?"    "Legion," he replied, because many demons had gone into him. And they begged him repeatedly not to order them to go into the Abyss.  A large herd of pigs was feeding there on the hillside. The demons begged Jesus to let them go into them, and he gave them permission.  When the demons came out of the man, they went into the pigs, and the herd rushed down the steep bank into the lake and was drowned.  When those tending the pigs saw what had happened, they ran off and reported this in the town and countryside, and the people went out to see what had happened. 

The interaction between Jesus and the man is not what you would expect.  He does not address the man but commands the demons to come out and they respond.  The man falls at Jesus’ feet, he shouts out, begs not to be tortured and he speaks as if he were multiple and not just one.  This could be argued to be multiple personality disorder, but Jesus enters into a discussion with those he saw as being demons.  This man had been overwhelmed by a multitude of demons – ‘My name is Legion,’ he replied, ‘for we are many’ – the demons are speaking through him and have rational thought, and argue the case for what happens next.  The passage does not state why they are there, but the association with the Roman Army through the name “Legion” may indicate something, as might their choice of host in requesting to be sent into the pigs.  The key in this passage is that the demons recognised Jesus, He knew who they were, they submitted to His authority and He commanded them out.  They were sent out into the pigs who then ran down the cliff and drowned.  Pigs should not have been herded there as they were forbidden for food, but the final consequence was the death of the herd and disgruntled local herdsmen whose livelihood had just drowned.
Mark 5: 15-20 When they came to Jesus, they saw the man who had been possessed by the legion of demons, sitting there, dressed and in his right mind; and they were afraid.  Those who had seen it told the people what had happened to the demon-possessed man—and told about the pigs as well.  Then the people began to plead with Jesus to leave their region.  As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him.  Jesus did not let him, but said, ‘Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you.’ So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him. And all the people were amazed.

Luke 8:35-39 When they came to Jesus, they found the man from whom the demons had gone out, sitting at Jesus' feet, dressed and in his right mind; and they were afraid. Those who had seen it told the people how the demon-possessed man had been cured. Then all the people of the region of the Gerasenes asked Jesus to leave them, because they were overcome with fear. So he got into the boat and left. The man from whom the demons had gone out begged to go with him, but Jesus sent him away, saying, "Return home and tell how much God has done for you." So the man went away and told all over town how much Jesus had done for him.

The story is not about the pigs nor the herdsman, but the demonised men.  So what of them?  The passages clearly state that the locals were afraid at what they saw because they were transformed.  In particular the main character in Mark and Luke was dressed and not naked; he was sitting at Jesus’ feet and not wild; he was in his right mind and not disturbed; he was coherent and not ranting; he was restored – sent home instead of being an outcast.  He had met with Jesus and he was totally changed.

Did Jesus really believe in demons or was it just the culture of the time? 

Jesus clearly taught about deliverance from demons, and instructed the twelve and the seventy-two when He sent them out.  He is recorded as having a powerful deliverance ministry Himself and both faced the Devil and spoke to and had authority over demons.  If Jesus as the Son of God came to teach the truth of God then surely He would not have taught as He did if demons did not exist or were just a cultural explanation.

So what about today?  How does this apply in the twenty-first century and our science-based mental health services?  I have worked in Mental Health for 27 years and have been involved in detaining people against their will for assessment and treatment.  I have not had qualms about recommending people take their psychiatric medication and undergo therapy.  If a person has a clearly diagnosed mental disorder that needs treating then I am convinced we should all support this treatment, whether professionals, community, or Church.  Yet I do not want to exclude the power of prayer.  I have seen the impact of prayer ministry and Christian healing in the way God has transformed lives.  Nor do I deny that demons still exist and in some cases there may be a need for the deliverance ministry.  My greatest concern is that we all need wisdom to know when to treat, when to pray and when to deliver.  We also need to ensure that all is done with respect to the individual, by experienced and competent practitioners under supervision and, where appropriate, in consultation with the other professional and support networks involved.  

Premier Lifeline: Confidential Helpline offering a listening ear; emotional and spiritual support from a Christian perspective; and prayer. Open 9am to Midnight everyday of the year on 0845 345 0707 or 020 7316 0808

Mind and Soul: A Christian response to Mental Health – Website: www.mindandsoul.info 

Future Event:

For a more in depth study of the Deliverance Ministry make a note in your diary to attend the Premier Lifeline Teaching Day: “An Introduction to the Deliverance Ministry” on Saturday September 25th 2010 at Westminster Central Hall, for information call Premier Response on 08456 525252 option 2 or go to www.premier.org.uk/events from July 2010 onwards.

Recommended Reading: 

Peter Horrobin “Healing Through Deliverance”
Expanded single volume hard-back edition. Sovereign World (UK)

All Bible Quotations are taken from the New International Version 
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