
ECF 22nd September 2013 God is Setting People Free Mark 5:1-20 
Near Watsonville, California, there is a stream called Salsipuedes Creek.  Sal si puedes is Spanish for “Get out of it, if you 
can.”  Although nobody can be certain, it’s thought that the name comes from the fact that the stream is lined with 
quicksand.   
 
The story is told that many years ago, in the early days of California, a Mexican laborer fell into the quicksand.  A Spaniard, 
riding by on a horse, saw him and yelled out to him, “Salsi puedes!” “Get out of it, if you can!”  It wasn’t very helpful, but the 
stream was called that ever since.   
 
Now I doubt any of us have fallen into quicksand.  But I would guess that most of us know what that feels like to be trapped 
because that is what our sinful nature does to us.  We get trapped by our wrong choices.  We get ensnared by our sin.  And 
it pulls us down, and won’t let go.  Our bad habits hold onto us long after we choose them.   
 
Someone has said, “Bad habits are like comfortable beds: easy to get into, but hard to get out of.” 
 
Jesus put it more strongly and more accurately when he said, “I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin.” John 
8:34   When we sin, however hard we try to get ourselves out of it, however much we struggle against it, however much 
effort we put into it, we just seem to go deeper and deeper into it.  We cannot rescue ourselves.  We cannot get out it! 
 
And yet, Jesus came to tell us that there is hope for people who are bound in sin.  There is a way out for those who are 
stuck, because God is setting people free.  This truth is so powerfully demonstrated in the life of the man whom Jesus met 
just after coming through the storm on the Sea of Galilee that we looked at last week.  Mark 5:1-5: “They went across the 
lake to the region of the Gerasenes. 2 When Jesus got out of the boat, a man with an evil spirit came from the tombs to 
meet him. 3 This man lived in the tombs, and no-one could bind him any more, not even with a chain. 4 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. 5 Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.” 
 
1. A Proper Balance 
When we talk about evil spirits I think we need to be careful.  C. S. Lewis wrote: “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.” 
 
I think his warning is important for us to heed.  Many people today reject any idea of the reality of Satan or evil spirits.  They 
explain these ideas away as superstitious nonsense of an ignorant society.   
 
Others are fascinated by them and discuss them and go into great detail about them and how we can battle them.  They 
long for the excitement of supernatural conflict and experiences. 
 
a) We should be informed about evil spirits 
But instead, we need a balance in this.  If we hold to the truth of the Scriptures, we need to accept the reality of evil spirits 
and the reality of our battle against them.  “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” Ephesians 
6:12  If we fail to recognise this, we will go into this battle unprepared and unprotected.   
 
b) We shouldn’t be obsessed about evil spirits 
But at the same time, the Bible doesn’t go into great detail about these evil spirits.  God clearly doesn’t want us to study 
them, be fascinated by them, or to have all our questions answered about them.  God warned his people to stay well clear 
of anyone who sought contact with them: “Do not turn to mediums or seek out spiritists, for you will be defiled by them. I 
am the Lord your God.” Leviticus 19:31 God wants us to have nothing to do with spiritism, mediums, Ouija boards, angel 
readings or any other occult practice.   
 
Instead God wants us to be aware of their presence and purpose, just so far as we can know how Jesus can give us the 
power to stand against their influence in our lives.  Peter writes: “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls 
around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” 1 Peter 5:8  
 
2. A Bound Man 
This man of the Gerasenes had experienced the destructive power of the evil spirits in his life.  Mark doesn’t explain how he 
came to have this evil spirit, but he does describe some of the devastating impact of this presence. 

 “This man lived in the tombs.” Mark 5:3  He had lost his home, the love and fellowship of his family and friends.  He 



lived isolated from others, in a place of death and decay. 

 “No-one could bind him any more, not even with a chain.” Mark 5:3  He had lost any level of self-control and no-one 
could control his violent tendency. 

 “Night and day among the tombs and in the hills he would cry out and cut himself with stones.” Mark 5:5  He had lost 
any sense of peace in his heart.  He was a tormented soul who lived in agony and despair.   

 People had tried to help, but they couldn’t.  “No-one was strong enough to subdue him.” Mark 5:4  Nobody could set 
this man free.   

 
This is an extreme example of someone under the control of an evil spirit.  And yet I think we can recognise some of these 
symptoms around us today – and maybe even in our own lives.   

 We can see separation and isolation through broken relationships, broken families, broken friendships.  

 We see a lack of self-control as people are caught up in destructive habits and behaviours that hurt themselves or 
others.   

 And we see a lack of peace in people’s lives as many experience a deep despair and emptiness that nothing can fill. 

 And of course, there are many wonderful people in our society trying to help  through support groups or professional 
care and yet despite their commitment and efforts, people are still caught up in all of this.  

 
I’m not suggesting that these are all caused by evil spirits.  I don’t believe we should blame them for all the problems in this 
world.   But I think today we see the symptoms of a world under the influence of evil – the spiritual forces of evil in the 
world and the sinful nature in our hearts.  As a result of this, men and women and young people around us are suffering and 
nobody seems to really be able to solve the problem.   
 
3. A Loving Saviour 
Nobody, that is, except one person.  Mark 5:6-13: “When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran and fell on his knees in front 
of him. 7 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!” 8 For Jesus had said to him, “Come out of this man, you evil spirit!” 
9 Then Jesus asked him, “What is your name?” 
“My name is Legion,” he replied, “for we are many.” 10 And he begged Jesus again and again not to send them out of the 
area. 
11 A large herd of pigs was feeding on the nearby hillside. 12 The demons begged Jesus, “Send us among the pigs; allow us to 
go into them.” 13 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.” 
 

a) Jesus came to set him free  
This man lived in the tombs out away from people.  Matthew even records that people avoided the area where he was 
living as much as possible.  They were terrified of him.  But Jesus graciously came to him, even through a storm, to meet 
him. 
And he didn’t only come to meet him, but to speak to him and allow the man to speak to him.  This man was in a terrible 
state - wild, naked, filthy – and yet Jesus still treated him with respect and love.    Satan had tried to destroy this man, but 
Jesus came to set him free.  That is why Jesus came: “The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” Luke 19:10  
 
Of course there are some strange and difficult to understand parts to this incident.  Why did Jesus engage in conversation 
with the demons?  Why did Jesus ask the demons their name?  Why did the demons ask to be sent into the pigs?  Mark 
doesn’t explain all of these questions, and so to some extent we need to be content not to know everything.  But there are 
some things that we can understand. 
 
b) Evil Spirits knew the identity of Jesus  
The evil spirits clearly knew who Jesus was.  When Jesus commanded that they come out of the man, their response was: 
“What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?”  Mark 5:7  People might debate about who Jesus really was.  
But the spiritual forces in this world are clear. They know Jesus’ identity.   
 
c) Evil Spirits knew the authority of Jesus  
And they also know his power.  They know that their power is limited, that their days are numbered and that one day they 
will be completely defeated and punished by Jesus.  Matthew 8:29: “Have you come here to torture us before the 
appointed time?”  
 
The spiritual forces of evil in this world know that Jesus has total power and authority over them.   James says: “You believe 
that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder." James 2:19  
 



So although we need to be aware of the presence and plans of Satan against us, we don’t need to believe his lies that he is 
in control and we don’t need to be afraid of him.  Satan is a powerful enemy.  But he has been defeated.  The cross declares 
that “The one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world.” 1 John 4:4  
 
d) There are no hopeless cases with Jesus 
And this reality is emphasised when Jesus asked the man what is his name was.  He said, “My name is Legion… for we are 
many.” Mark 5:9  A Roman legion consisted of up to 6,000 soldiers.  In choosing this name, these evil spirits were showing 
the extent of this man’s problems.  He was tormented by thousands of demons. 
 
Why is this important to know?  I think it is because if Jesus can set this man free with thousands of evil spirits tormenting 
him – then Jesus can set anyone free.  If this man’s case is not hopeless before Jesus – then we never need to despair.  
Nobody is outside of God’s help.  No one is too far away, too enslaved by sin, too lost in despair.  There are no hopeless 
cases with Jesus.  He can set anyone free! 
 
e) Jesus has all the power we need  
And the incident with the pigs made this man’s liberation visible.  For some reason the demons pleaded with Jesus to be 
sent into these animals.  Jesus gave them permission and “the evil spirits came out and went into the pigs.”  Mark 5:13 
 
Some suggest that there is a connection with these animals being unclean and the unclean spirits.  They also point to the 
likelihood that this is a Gentile area, as Jews would never have kept these animals.  But it also made clearly visible what 
would have been otherwise invisible to those around.  They could see that Jesus had the power to demand these evil spirits 
to leave this man, because they could see the impact of these spirits in the herd of pigs. 
 
And “The herd, about two thousand in number, rushed down the steep bank into the lake and were drowned.” Mark 5:13  
The death of these animals is a powerful picture of the suffering and torment that this man had experienced, and also a 
compelling demonstration of the destructive power of these spirits.   
 
Even although he masquerades as an angel of light, Satan is always a destructive power in lives.  Speaking of him, Jesus said, 
“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.” John 10:10.  But Jesus went on to say, “I have come that they may have 
life, and have it to the full.” John 10:10   
 
Let’s not be deceived by the temptations Satan presents to us.  They make look inviting and fun.  But in the end, they always 
lead to death and destruction.  Only Jesus can bring us freedom and fullness of life!   
 
4. An Amazing Transformation 
And that’s what Jesus brought to this man.  Mark 5:14-15: “Those tending the pigs ran off and reported this in the town and 
countryside, and the people went out to see what had happened. 15 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.” 
 
What an amazing transformation in this man’s life.  He went from being isolated from others, dangerously violent, 
desperately crying out in torment to “sitting there, dressed and in his right mind.” Mark 5:15  Jesus set this man free, 
completely.  Free from the power of the evil spirits.  Free from the wrong thoughts and actions.  Free from the pain of his 
past.    
 
a) Jesus sets captives free 
If Jesus could do this for this man, he can do it for anyone.  “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” Galatians 5:1.  
Jesus is setting people free – and he can set any of us free – whatever it is that is oppressing us and holding us from 
experiencing the life that God has for us.   
 
Jesus can set people free from the influence of evil spirits.  And he can also set us free from condemnation, from guilt, from 
the pain of the past, from the sins, temptations and addictions that have controlled us, from wrong thoughts and attitudes, 
from constant negativity, from overwhelming fears.  Sometimes he brings that freedom instantly, some times it comes over 
time, and sometimes we need to wait for a full experience of this in eternity, but there is no bondage in our lives that is 
stronger that our Lord and Saviour. 
 
This is what Jesus declared at the start of his ministry: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to 
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to 
release the oppressed, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” Luke 4:18–19  Are we willing to come to Jesus, submit 
our lives completely to him and allow him to set us free? 



 
b) Only if we allow him to 
Sadly, not everyone wants this freedom.  Many are not willing to accept the cost of letting Jesus be Lord.  When the people 
of the area saw the man who had been possessed, they were afraid.  Mark 5:16-17: “Those who had seen it told the people 
what had happened to the demon-possessed man—and told about the pigs as well. 17 Then the people began to plead with 
Jesus to leave their region.” 
 
They saw the compelling evidence of the power of Jesus in the transformation of this man’s life.  They were given a glimpse 
of what Jesus could do in their lives.   And yet, it seems they were more concerned with losing their pig herd than they were 
excited about the gaining this man’s life.  They valued their property more than people! 
 
And people still make that kind of sad choice today.  They choose to hold onto their old habits, lifestyle, friends, choice of 
entertainment – or whatever – rather than lay it all down at the feet of Jesus.  And so they remain in stuck in their old way 
of life and miss out on all that Jesus wants to give them: “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his 
life for me and for the gospel will save it.” Mark 8:35  
 
Jesus wants to set us free.  But we need to be willing to allow him.  We need to be willing to let go of those things that have 
controlled our lives.  I pray that none of us will hold onto the things that hold us back from life in all its fullness.   
c) Jesus works through unlikely people 
But if we have experience his freedom, then Jesus wants us to share it with others.  Mark 5:18: “As Jesus was getting into 
the boat, the man who had been demon-possessed begged to go with him.”  This man wanted to go with Jesus.  He wanted 
to stay close to the one who had set him free.  But Jesus had a job for him to do. 
 
Instead he sent him to share the message of what he had done with his family!  Mark 5:19: “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.’”  Before 
the evil spirits had separated him from his family.  Now Jesus was sending him back to his family as a new man, with a new 
life and a new message. 
 
Jesus wants us to serve him first where we are – with our family and friends, our neighbours and colleagues, at home, at 
work, at school.  Our family is often the toughest place for us to live out our new faith in Christ, but it is probably the most 
important.   
 
And it can often be the most effective – as people know what we were like and can more fully realise the transformation 
that Jesus had produced.  This is what happened with this man.  “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.” Mark 5:20 
 
In this area of ten cities, his story impacted the lives of many.  So much so that when Jesus returned to this area, Mark 
records crowds of people coming to Jesus for help and as many as 4000 men, plus women and children, being fed from only 
seven loaves and a few fish! 
 
I think this is amazing.  If you and I were going to choose someone to impact an area with the gospel, we would never have 
chosen this demon-possessed man.  And yet Jesus can so transform someone’s life that he can use a wild and out-of-control 
outcast to build his kingdom!    
 
Conclusion  
If we’ve known what it is like to be ensnared, trapped in a life of sin, if we’ve come to the conclusion that we can’t get out 
of it alone – then there is good news.  Jesus came to set us free from the burden and the bondage of sin.  He came to set 
people free to live with God and for God.   
 
God is setting people free.  Are we willing to allow him to do this in our lives?  
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