Sunday 13th March – Matt 8:14-34 driving out demons

Welcome – don’t forget prayer requests
Opening prayer
Time of praise and worship:
897 Lord I lift your name on high
755 He is the Lord
We talked last week about leadership and following.  Can anyone remember what kind of a leader Jesus was?  What was he like? (Gentle, servant, had nothing… power over storm)
We saw Jesus as a humble man, loving, caring.  And that’s great, that’s absolutely what Jesus is like, what God is like.  But there is something more.  We saw him telling the wind and the waves to be still – he wasn’t just kind and serving but he had this awesome power over nature.
We are in Matthew 8 at the moment.  Jesus has preached the sermon on the mount, he has healed people, he has just demonstrated that he has power over the wind and the waves.  This is no normal man.  No normal leader, not even the best of leaders.  He has power that normal people just do not have.
It’s worth saying, actually there are limits to his power.  Limits that he puts on himself.  God made a decision right at the beginning of time to give people free will – that means they are allowed to make their own decisions, even if that means they do things God doesn’t want them to do.  That is his gift to us, that he doesn’t force us.  He might ask us to do certain things, or to act in a certain way, but if we don’t he won’t make us.  When we look around at the world today we can see a lot of instances where people misuse that.  On a personal level, people being mean to each other, stealing, lying, cheating.  On a global level, wars, greed, suffering.  God works in those situations, he directs people to bring about justice, but he doesn’t directly hold back the hands of the bully; that’s just not how he works. 
Let’s just watch a video clip for a moment:
Bruce Almighty - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4lzPzAkNIjA
So bearing that in mind – What does power mean to you?  What would you do if you had power to do anything, as long as it didn’t affect free will?
Today we are going to look at another story of Jesus’ power.  But first let’s sing again:
2065 The Splendour of the King
Reading: Matt 8:28-34
We’re doing things a different way around this week, so the children are going to leave us now and we’ll call you back at the end.

To modern Western ears, this sounds like a strange story.  We don’t focus much on spirits and powers outside the ‘normal’, we tend to see everything as explainable by science or, if there is anything more, we don’t want to talk about it.  In other times and other parts of the world there is much more belief in the supernatural.  And if we think logically, if we believe in God, if we believe in the Holy Spirit, if we believe in the existence of angels – why are we so determined to ignore the existence of evil forces in the spiritual realm as well?
We have to be careful.  Terrible damage has been done to people who have been told they have a demon when in fact they have a physical or mental illness.  The two are not the same.  But the Bible is clear that spiritual forces, both positive and negative, do exist.  It is also clear over which is the stronger.
Jesus crossed the lake into a gentile area, where he was confronted by these two men.  Just picture that scene for a moment.  Luke tells us about one of them; that he did not wear clothes or live in a house, but he lived there among the tombs.  Presumably these men survived by scavenging; if they were so violent people would not approach them to offer help.  So having gone through this furious storm and nearly drowned, the disciples and Jesus arrive on land to be confronted by naked, dirty, angry men blocking their way.
And one of those men shouts at Jesus.  But he doesn’t shout abuse.  He doesn’t shout blasphemy.  He doesn’t swear and curse and threaten.  He has a spiritual insight that the disciples themselves do not have.  The disciples, earlier that same night, had said, “What kind of a man is this?”  This guy says, “What do you want with us, Son of God?”
An interesting question.  It implies that Jesus wanted something!  When I read this story in Matthew the one thing that isn’t told to us is why Jesus went there in the first place.  This is Gentile territory.  He doesn’t seem to have done anything, met anyone, gone anywhere.  He went there, healed the men, the town asked him to leave and he got back in the boat and went back home again.  It’s almost as though he did go there specifically to confront these demons.
They call him Son of God.  The title that was used by Satan at his temptation is used by the demons – the spiritual forces of evil are much more aware of who Jesus is and what he is capable of than the human understanding of the disciples.  They take one look at him and just know.  Again, this was a Gentile area.  The men wouldn’t have been waiting for the Jewish Messiah, they wouldn’t have been putting their hope in God.  The words are the words of the demons.
And they are afraid!  They know that the arrival of the Messiah means that judgement is coming, although it is not yet time for that.  They don’t want to give up the bodily existence they have had, and they beg him to allow them to go into the nearby herd of pigs.  Jesus doesn’t waste time negotiating.  “Fine.  Go.”  The fate of pigs doesn’t interest him; his concern is the fate of the humans.  The implication is that if he had said, “No,” the demons would have had to obey him.  Why not do that then?  Is he showing mercy even on the demons by allowing them to have it their own way?  Is he using the fate of the pigs as a visible confirmation of what he has done, that the men might know that their tormentors have left and been destroyed?
The pigs run off, and drown.  It didn’t achieve much for the demons.  The keepers of the pigs run into the town and tell everyone what has happened.  They probably feel like they have a bit of explaining to do, having lost the entire herd.  Is it significant that these animals were pigs, unclean by Jewish law, forbidden in Jewish territory?  Is Jesus pushing the boundaries of God’s Kingdom, cleansing not only the men of their subjection to demonic forces but also eliminating that which defiled the land for the Jews?  It’s a possibility.  But the townspeople arrive and beg him to leave.  To be fair, he had just decimated their livelihood – what more trouble was he going to cause?  But Matthew records no response to the amazing miracle of liberation and healing.
The power of the living God over the spiritual forces of oppression and bondage has been demonstrated in the lives of these two men.  That which kept them as outcasts in society, a danger to themselves and to others, has been released and they are free.  Yet the one who brought about that release is too much of a threat, not just to those powers of darkness but to the people who have lived alongside those powers for many years.  People who have in some way got used to the demons, who would prefer to keep the status quo than discover the freedom Jesus offered.
It's strange sometimes to see the reactions of others to the healings of Jesus.  The ones who were healed, who have had that miraculous encounter and had their lives changed, are rejoicing and worshipping – Matthew doesn’t record this but Mark tells us that the man who was healed (he only mentions one) asked to go with Jesus.  They are full of the wonder and awe and release and excitement of new life.  Yet those around them are very often critical, doubting, even angry.  In our prayer meetings we’ve been reading John’s gospel, and the ending of the story of Lazarus who Jesus raised from the dead.  And the Jewish leaders were trying to kill Lazarus because his very presence was a sign of the power of Jesus and people were turning to Jesus because of him.
We have spoken about the cost of following Jesus.  And part of that cost is the opposition we might face from the people around us.  Because when we accept the new life that Jesus offers, our lives are changed.  When we deepen our discipleship, when we take our faith seriously, our lives are changed.  Things that held us in bondage are broken.  The powers of darkness in our lives are crippled.  Sins that had a hold on us no longer grip us in the way they once did.  Yes, we sometimes slip back, we sometimes get things wrong, we sometimes mess up.  These men didn’t suddenly become perfect.  But we are not in the power of Satan, we are in the power of God.  As we try to live that out we find that we change. We don’t do the things we used to do, say the things we used to say, react in the ways we used to react.  And what happens then is that the people around us who are used to the way things were, are affected by our transformation.
We hope, don’t we, that people will see the change in us and rejoice with us.  That people will come to want what we have, that they will want to know the God who has changed our lives.  But sometimes the opposite happens.  Sometimes there are people who will say, “I liked them better before.”  “That Jesus has ruined your life.”  The power of God is not just good news for those who receive it, but it has an effect on those who observe it.  Some will be drawn to it, but others will be threatened by it.  The townspeople in this story were clearly the latter.  They didn’t care that these men had received freedom, hope, liberation.  Their response was, “What does this mean for us?” and they didn’t like the answer.    
What about you?  What is your response when you encounter the power of God?
We often talk about the awesomeness and greatness of God.  “How great thou art!” we sing.  “Show your power, O Lord our God!”  And perhaps we do genuinely mean that.  Perhaps we do want to see God doing great things in our lives, in the world around us.  But perhaps we don’t really realise what that means.  The power of God is not just about the humility and service of Jesus, the guy who will step in and calm our storms.  It’s about the power that will turn our lives upside down.  The power that will change things, for better or for worse.  That will affect relationships, habits, attitudes.  That confronts our sin and drives it out.  That doesn’t just come to bring peace but sometimes brings with it anger and alienation.  
I remember one time in my life when I was confronted with the weight of the power of God.  It was absolutely terrifying.  It was not threat, or judgement, it was just pure power.  And in moments like that perhaps we echo Peter when he responded to Jesus’ miracle by saying, “Get away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.”  
I think sometimes in our talk of the love and the humility of God, we lose sight of the transcendence of God.  The ‘otherness’.  The sense of his greatness.  Yes, Jesus was a man, and Jesus is God and reveals God to us.  But there is more to God than Jesus; there is Father and Spirit as well.  There are many more ways in which God is not like us.  When we are confronted with his glory, his power at work, ‘the fear of the Lord’ is very real.
The question, then, becomes – will I embrace that fear?  Will I welcome the change God wants to bring in my life?  Or will I beg him to leave me alone, because I cannot handle it?  Will I look at the transformation he has brought in someone else’s life and rejoice with them, or will I wish he had left them in the mess they were once in, because it disturbs my peace?
Jesus has proved his power over the forces of evil, of Satan and demons, sin and death.  He offers liberation, freedom, a whole new life.  Are you prepared to take it?  If you have received it, are you prepared to offer it to others?  Do you really want to see the change that the power of God could make in this church, this community, this world?
Think about it.  Because it is scary.  Not just because of the awesomeness of God, but because it upsets the status quo.  If you are changed by God, he it might be difficult.  If the church is changed by God, if the church is full of the living and active power and glory of God, it is likely to be different to the church you once knew.  That might be uncomfortable for some of us.  Our place in the church might feel threatened.  But God’s concern is not for our place in the church.  His concern is for the men (and women) held in bondage by the powers of darkness; where he wants to bring liberation and life.  
Let us look, then, for the places in which God’s power is at work.  Let us see what he is doing in us, in the community, in the wider world, and let us embrace and celebrate that.  Let’s not turn away from the work of God because it doesn’t happen to suit us or fit our understanding, ignoring the miracles he is doing in the lives of others.  Let us love and rejoice with those who are being changed, and pray again for an outpouring of the wonderful and liberating Spirit of God in our own lives.
Let us pray…
Lord, we praise you that you are holy, glorious, awesome – God of power and might.  I confess for myself and perhaps others here will agree that sometimes when I ask to see your power I only want that bit of it which is comfortable for me.  Lord, would you forgive me.  Would you enable me, enable all of us, to rejoice in your work in our lives and in the lives of those around us.  Would you give us grace to accept your will even when it disturbs our comfortable status quo.  Show us the ways in which you are working and strengthen us to welcome you and join with you rather than sending you away.  May we know the joy of your work of liberation, release and hope in our own lives too by the power of your Spirit, in the name of Jesus our Lord.  Amen.

1702 Amazing grace (my chains are gone)

As we close our reflection on the power of God we come to a time of prayer together.  When we pray we acknowledge that God is both able and willing to act on our behalf in the lives of those we know and love, and in the situations of the world, defeating the powers of darkness and the chains of sin, sickness and death.
Prayer requests?
Prayer box
Prayer
Lord, we lift to you those situations in the world that concern us, where evil seems to be having its own way.  We know that your power is greater!  Lord would you bring about peace in conflict, teach world leaders your ways of truth and love.  Bless those working for peace, feeding the hungry, welcoming the refugee, giving hope to the hopeless.  Strengthen and encourage those who are forced to flee from their homes, may they find places of peace.  And Lord we look forward to the day when your Kingdom of love, peace wholeness and justice reigns throughout the earth.  Come, Lord Jesus.  Amen.

Children back in - Notices/family news
Sing: Rescuer https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sAg7rn7fH3Q


