Luke 4:31-41
“Illustrations of Liberation”

Introduction:
     In the previous passage, Luke recorded a portion of a sermon that Jesus preached in His hometown of Nazareth.  In that sermon, Jesus read from Isaiah 61, the prophetic promise of a future day when Yahweh would set His people free from all bondage, oppression, and indebtedness.  Jesus then announced to the crowd that this awesome promise was fulfilled in His arrival.  In this passage we will see Jesus demonstrate first that He has the authority and power to do what He said, and second, in the episodes that Luke narrates in the passage we will see illustrations of the nature of the liberation that He came to provide.

I. An Exorcism: (vs.31-37)
   In the first portion of this passage, Luke recounts for us an exorcism that revealed Jesus’ authority of the demonic:

“Then He went down to Capernaum, a city of Galilee, and was teaching them on the Sabbaths.  And they were astonished at His teaching, for His word was with authority.  Now in the synagogue there was a man who had a spirit of an unclean demon.  And he cried out with a loud voice, saying, ‘Let us alone!  What have we 
to do with You, Jesus of Nazareth?  Did You come to destroy us?  I know who You are — the Holy One of God!’  But Jesus rebuked him, saying, ‘Be quiet, and come out of him!’  And when the demon had thrown him in their midst, it came out of 
him and did not hurt him.  Then they were all amazed and spoke among themselves, saying, ‘What a word this is!  For with authority and power He commands the unclean spirits, and they come out’.  And the report about Him 
went out into every place in the surrounding region.”
                                                                                        Luke 4:31-37

     In this passage we read that Jesus descended into the city of Capernaum which was a town on the shore of the Sea of Galilee.  Descending is an apt description because the town of Nazareth was in the Galilean foothills (at about 1,200 ft. above sea level), but Capernaum was in the great rift valley (at about 686 ft. below sea level).  We are then told that having arrived in Capernaum, Jesus was teaching in the “Sabbaths”.  Though the Greek term is used in the plural (which usually means it should be in the plural in English as well), the context shows that the plural form is used with a singular meaning.  For as the passage unfolds, Luke is referring to a particular event that happened on one Sabbath, and not to a series of events that transpired over a period of several Sabbaths.  We read that as Jesus taught, those in attendance were astonished at His teaching (vs.32).  the Greek word translated as “astonished” conveys the idea of being struck with a blow that renders one dazed and barely able to respond.  It can have a literal sense, but often, as here, it is used in a metaphorical way to describe being stunned, shocked, or amazed by what one sees or experiences.  Therefore, the word does not describe mild surprise, but a state of being dumbfounded and overwhelmed.  Luke tells us that what astonished the hearers was that Jesus taught with authority.  It was common in that day for rabbis and other teachers in the synagogues to verify their interpretations of Old Testament passages by citing highly respected rabbinical scholars.  Therefore, such teachers conveyed that an interpretation was accurate because official teachers among the Jews said it was.  However, Jesus taught radically different than this.  Jesus taught people on the basis of His own understanding of the Old Testament.  In doing this He was conveying that He Himself had the authority to make doctrinal pronouncements.  That was unheard of in that culture.  Many interpreters and teachers add at this point that Jesus Himself was a more engaging and charismatic teacher than His contemporaries, and that His teaching was more practical and helpful than others.  This may be true; however, that has nothing to do with what Luke is talking about.  These sorts of speculations are an unhelpful distraction from the point that Luke is making here under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  Luke is saying the people recognized that Jesus was teaching things on the basis of His own authority, and this would have been radically different than any other teacher these people had been exposed to.
     We are told that in the synagogue where Jesus was teaching, there was “a man who had a spirit of an unclean demon” (vs.33a).  The reader should note that Luke does not write that the demon burst into the group from the outside when Jesus was teaching; he writes that the man was among those gathered for worship from the beginning.  This informs the saints that a demon can be operating even within a place of worship, in the midst of those hearing and being taught the Word of God.  Next, we are informed that the demon “cried out with a loud voice” (vs.33b).  The words describe the demon as yelling or screaming very loudly through his host.  Then we are told what the demon screamed out; it said “Let us alone!  What have we to do with You, Jesus of Nazareth?  Did You come to destroy us?  I know who You are — the Holy One of God!” (vs.34).  This was an expression of fear and terror.  The spirit reveals that it accurately knows who Jesus is, and also knows the Old Testament well enough to know that with the coming of the Messiah there would be an end to all those who practice wickedness and who are in rebellion to God.  So, naturally it asks if Jesus had come to destroy him and all his fellow demons.  The destruction in view is to bring them to absolute ruin, not to end their existence (and we know this because elsewhere we are told that Hell was created for the devil and his angels, and in it they will experience eternal punishment, just like humans who die in their rebellion to God).  The title, “the Holy One of God”, might sound like a Divine title, since it is a title applied to Yahweh numerous times in the Old Testament (Prov.9:10; Isa.40:25; Jer.50:29).  However, it is also used to refer to Yahweh’s chosen agent in the OT (Num.16:7), and it is used exclusively of Christ in the NT.  Since the Holy One is from God, that would tend to suggest a Divine sense is not meant here.  Also, a parallel to what is said here is found in verse forty-one of this chapter and there it is clear the titles are meant in a messianic sense, not in a Divine sense.  The title designates Jesus as God’s envoy, and thus one seeking to carry out the will of God.  This title then speaks about the natural antagonism that the demons have toward Christ, since Christ seeks to advance God’s purposes, and demons seek to resist God’s purposes.  The demon’s statement should not be seen as a challenge to Jesus, but as an expression of its helplessness before the One who will eventually bring God’s judgment upon them.
     In response to the demon’s declaration, Jesus “rebuked him, saying, ‘Be quiet, and come out of him!’” (vs.35a).  The Greek word translated as “rebuked” means to censure or chide someone in a corrective manner.  Jesus commands the demon to be quiet and to depart from the man which the demon had possessed.  Luke then explains that the demon immediately obeyed, but in doing so threw his host into the midst of the crowd gathered in the synagogue.  The action was a violent one intended to injure the formerly possessed man (this is made clear by Mark’s parallel account where we are told that the spirit caused the man to violently convulse as it left him-Mk.1:26).  However, despite this intent, Luke informs us that the man was not injured.  We are meant to understand that the demon did not injure the man, because Jesus simply prevented it from doing so.
     In response to Jesus’ exorcism of the demon right before them, the people gathered in the synagogue were once again amazed.  This time Luke used a different Greek word, and the English rendering helps us see this because we are told they were “amazed” in verse thirty-six, but were “astonished” in verse thirty-two.  In this case the Greek word translated as “amazed” refers to being so surprised that one is stunned.  The word can imply either a positive or negative response; in other words, one can be amazed in the sense of admiring what is done, or offended by what one has done.  The crowd has a positive reaction in this case, and they say “what a word this is! For with authority and power He commands the unclean spirits, and they come out” (vs.36).  The people are flabbergasted, but also elated in having seen Jesus merely command the demon to leave and it did.  This was radically different than other exorcisms of the day which would be long laborious ordeals.  Jesus demonstrated He had authority over the realm of the demonic world.  This gave him the power to free anyone from their oppression that He wished to.  Those who attended the synagogue worship had witnessed two ways in which Jesus had demonstrated remarkable authority.  He had the authority to make binding pronouncements about spiritual truth, and He had authority to control the demonic.  The tragic part of this was that though they recognized these outward demonstrations of authority for what they were, they failed to recognize the implications of Jesus having this authority.  Who was this man?  Why had He come?  Where did He get this authority?  And what sort of response did God expect from His people in light of the coming of this one? 
     Luke brings this portion of the narrative to a conclusion by noting that “And the report about Him went out into every place in the surrounding region” (vs.37).  The Greek word translated as “report” comes into English as the source of the word “echo”.  The idea is that the news of what Jesus had done in Capernaum that day resulted in the story being spread throughout every town and village in Galilee.  This prepares the reader for the fame that Jesus will demonstrate as His ministry continues.  The more Jesus demonstrates His power and authority, the larger will be the crowds that flock to Him.

II. A Healing: (vs.38-39)
    Luke continues recording events from this same day, but now retells a story about how Jesus demonstrated His authority over disease through a miraculous healing:

“Now He arose from the synagogue and entered Simon’s house.  But Simon’s 
wife’s mother was sick with a high fever, and they made request of Him concerning her.  So He stood over her and rebuked the fever, and it left her.  And immediately she arose and served them.”
                                                                                  Luke 4:38-39

     After the exorcism in the synagogue, Jesus accompanied Simon to his home.  The Simon that Luke refers to here is the one that Jesus renamed as Peter.  Luke does not introduce Simon in any way, because he was well-known among first century Christians.  We are given two facts about Peter’s life here.  First, that he was married, and second that he owned a home in Capernaum.  In John’s Gospel, we are told that Bethsaida was the city that Peter and Andrew were from.  Apparently as adults, they had moved to Capernaum.  We are then told that Peter’s mother-in-law was sick “with a high fever” (vs.38).  All three Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, & Luke) include this story.   However, where Matthew and Mark simply make note of the fact that the woman had a “fever”, only Luke adds the qualifying description that is was a “high” fever.  According to Church tradition, Luke wrote this Gospel, and he was a medical doctor.  The qualifying term we find in this Gospel was one that physicians in the first century in the Greek speaking world used frequently to distinguish between a mild fever and a serious one.  This therefore, gives corroborating evidence to the tradition mentioned above.  But, the main reason for the reference (since Theophilus already knew Luke wrote this Gospel to him), was to stress for the reader, the serious nature of the illness Peter’s mother-in-law was suffering with.  The more serious the ailment, the greater the challenge would be to heal it.  Therefore, this was an illness that a doctor of that time would have had a difficult time healing.  We read that in light of this serious disease Jesus is asked to come to her aid.  Luke then writes that Jesus commanded the disease to leave the woman’s body.  As a result of this command, the disease departed from her.  In this healing the disease is personified as something that can take an action on its own.  This is not to indicate that there was a demonic cause for the illness.  Instead, it is a literary device to express the simplicity of the event.  Jesus demonstrated that He had control over bodily disease.  He healed her by His Word.  Luke then adds that “immediately” she got up and began serving those gathered in the home.  This detail enables the reader to understand the scope of the healing.  Not only did whatever caused the disease instantly disappear, so did her symptoms.  That is not normally the case; usually symptoms persist for a while after the infection is gone.  Beyond that, if one has been seriously ill, then several days are required to regain one’s energy as part of the recovery.  But in this woman’s case, no recovery is necessary.  This is because Jesus removed what was causing the illness, He removed the symptoms that the illness had caused, and He infused the woman’s body with energy, so it was as if she had never been ill at all.  This was a profoundly powerful miracle, demonstrating Jesus’ absolute mastery over disease.

III. A Gathering for Relief: (vs.40-41)
      In this final portion of the passage, Luke records the response of people in the area to what they heard Jesus was able to do:

“When the sun was setting, all those who had any that were sick with various diseases brought them to Him; and He laid His hands on every one of them 
and healed them.  And demons also came out of many, crying out and saying, 
‘You are the Christ, the Son of God!’   And He, rebuking them, did not allow 
them to speak, for they knew that He was the Christ.”
                                                                                     Luke 4:40-41

     We read that after sunset on the same day as the previous events (and thus the end of the Sabbath day), that everyone who had family or friends who were sick brought them to Jesus at Peter’s house.  Luke refers to a generic “all those”; however, Mark in his parallel account informs us that those who came to Jesus at this time were residents of Capernaum (Mk.1:33), and this explains how they could reach Jesus the same evening as they left their homes (since they only started to come to Him at sundown).  We are told that Jesus gave personal attention to each and everyone of them, but putting His hands on them as He healed them.  Every single person brought to Jesus was healed without exception, no matter how serious their condition was.  In addition to those with physical diseases, there were also many who had been demon possessed; and Jesus cast out every demon that was in anyone brought to Him.  Therefore, we see Jesus’ authority over demonic possession and physical diseases displayed on an impressive scale.
     But in reading these accounts, one must not miss the bigger picture and see only the individual details.  
     First, we read about a variety of responses to Jesus’ demonstrations of power and authority.  Many are astonished or amazed; others respond by serving Christ and His followers, and others respond by bringing oppressed loved ones to Jesus that they might receive a miracle of deliverance.  What is not clarified at this point is what sort of a response would please God, and would mark one as a genuine disciple of Jesus.  That will be revealed as the Gospel precedes.
     Second, this passage, and the previous one about Jesus’s preaching at Nazareth are set by side as a study in contrasts.  On the surface, the narrative about Jesus’ ministry in Nazareth indicates a clear rejection of Jesus, while the narrative about Jesus’ ministry in Capernaum indicates a clear acceptance of Jesus.  But there is more to the story.  Because if one asks if the response of heart was also different in these two towns, the answer we find in the Gospel is no.  Beneath the surface, both groups are guilty of the same thing; self-interest, rather than a desire to know God.  The particular self-interest of the people of Nazareth, was the demand that Jesus do every miracle in His hometown that He did in other places or they would not believe, and this led to an outward rejection of Jesus when He refused to comply with their demands.  However, the self-interest of the people in Capernaum was different.  They were more open to what Jesus would choose to do, and then took advantage of it.  But over time, these people would also fall away from Jesus, because He would make it ever more clear that He was not the sort of Messiah that they desired either.  This illustrates that the obstacle to people coming to genuine faith is that they are so focused on finding the deliverance and the deliverer they want; they are blind to the deliverance and the deliverer that God had provided for them.
     Third, we need to understand the phenomenon of demon possession as it is presented in the Bible.  In the Old Testament, though evil spirits are referred to; nothing at all is said about demon possession.  Then in the Gospels, we read about demon possession as a wide-spread phenomenon that is seemingly everywhere that Jesus and His disciples minister, and is present in large numbers.  After, the Gospels there are a few references to demon oppression and possession in the Book of Acts, but then nothing in the Apostolic letters to the churches.  Why does most of the Bible seem relatively silent on the subject of demons, while the Gospels are full of references to demons?  The answer is found in one important aspect of the nature of Christ’s coming.  The OT messianic prophesies make it clear that one of the purposes for which God sends the Messiah into the world is to bring judgment on the wicked, and to bring an end to the practice of evil, and to all rebellion against God (Gen.3; Isa.11; 59; Dan.7; 9).  The idea is that this world is engulfed in evil and is under demonic oppression in general, as they seek to manipulate human beings toward sin and self-destruction.  The Messiah’s entrance into the world is an invasion to take back the Creation for God, and to rescue all who wish to be liberated from the dominion of darkness.  The reason then that there is so much said about demonic activity in the Gospels, is because there was more activity during that period.  It was a counter-offensive; an attempt to defend their turf as best they could.  Most importantly then, the exorcisms do not simply represent the setting free of individuals; it represents the breaking of Satan’s power over mankind in general.  The redemption that the Messiah came to accomplish involves setting human beings free from their bondage to sin and death that is under the dominion of the devil and his demons.  So, just as Jesus commands demons to leave individuals who are possessed, in the same way, the preaching and acceptance of the Gospels frees individuals from their ultimate servitude to the darkness.
     Fourth, how are we supposed to view the healing ministry of Jesus?  Many Christians claim that the healing of one’s temporal body is part of the redemptive work of Christ.  That is partially correct, but it also includes a profound misunderstanding about what the NT teaches about human redemption in Christ.  Christ healed people not as an end in itself, but as a means of revealing the ultimate healing that He came to provide.  Of course, Christ and God have compassion on the suffering of people; but God’s compassion is focused on the real cause of human suffering and not merely on the outward experiences of suffering.  The reason people get sick is because human beings are fallen creatures living under the curse of God.  All physical maladies are simply a symptom of the fact that human beings are mortal.  Healing diseases or reversing injuries, though a blessing; is a temporary fix at best.  Every person Jesus healed, even those He brought back from the dead died of something else.  Therefore, temporal healings were not the final solution.  Since illness is a symptom of our mortality, and since our mortality is a result of our being under judgment for our sin; the only real solution is to remove human beings from judgment.  This is what Christ came to do, and what He accomplished in His redemptive death and victorious resurrection.  Because of what Christ accomplished, when anyone puts their faith in Christ as Lord and Savior, they are forgiven of their sins and are therefore, no longer under judgment, and thus no longer under the curse of the Fall.  However, Christ’s redemptive work is only applied immediately to us in terms in regard to our spiritual existence.  However, in the future, at the resurrection and the re-Creation of the heavens and the earth, the saints will receive the physical portion of their redemption in Christ.  In the resurrection is the believer’s complete healing from all things, for all time.  The consummation of the saint’s liberation from the Fall and all its consequences.  Christ’s physical healings were meant to illustrate this ultimate work of healing.  However, during His earthly ministry and throughout Church history, people have been so fixated on temporal healing, they lose sight of what should really thrill their souls; ultimate healing at the resurrection.  A certainty for those who submit to Christ as Lord and Savior.
     The last thing to address in this passage is why did the demons outwardly acknowledge Christ’s identity, and then why did Jesus command them to be quiet?  First, it is helpful to know what the demons were saying, and what they were not saying.  Because of our understanding of NT theology, when we hear the title, “Son of God” we are inclined to think of it as a reference to Christ’s Divine nature.  But the demons were not saying that they knew that Jesus was the second person of the Trinity.  In verse forty-one we read that their proclamation was “You are the Christ, the Son of God”.  The expression “the Son of God” is in apposition to “the Christ”.  This is a grammatical form where the meaning of one word or expression is clarified by a second.  For instance, if we say, “the city of Bremerton”, the name Bremerton clarifies what city we are talking about.  When the demons said that Jesus was the Son of God, they were clarifying the title “Christ” (the Greek translation of the Aramaic word “Messiah”).  Therefore, both are messianic references.  That this is what was meant is stressed even further by the added closing comment, “for they knew that He was the Christ”.  But why would the demons make this declaration?  It would seem to be contrary to their purpose to inform people that Jesus was the Messiah; particularly when those people would have been otherwise oblivious to this truth.  The answer lies in what the title “Messiah” or “Christ” meant to the average first century Jew.  The Jews cherished the prophecies of the coming Messiah who would deliver the nation of Israel from the oppression of wicked Gentile powers (as of course, they should have).  However, they so focused on those prophecies that they missed everything else God said about this coming deliverer.  They did not see themselves in need of spiritual redemption, only of political liberation.  So, when the title of “Christ” came to mind it made them think only of the one who would launch a war against Rome, and establish Israel at the center of the world as a Divinely empowered nation that could never again be defeated.  The demons use the title “Christ” specifically to tag Jesus with all that the label would mean for the Jews who heard it.  If the people took this identification to heart, they would cease listening to Jesus, and simply assume that He had come to do what they expected.  Jesus silences the demons because that is precisely at odds with what His Father had called Him to do in this, His first advent.  Jesus always avoided the title Himself.  Instead, Jesus sought to lead people to come to this conclusion on their own, not only to recognize that He was the Messiah, but also to recognize the true nature of His messianic calling.

Conclusion:
     The tragic irony is that the demons recognized Jesus for who and what He was, while the majority of the Jewish people did not.  The demons recognized Him because they simply listened to the Scriptures, watched what God was doing and responded to it.  The Jews instead, were so fixated on what they wanted in a Messiah that it distracted them enough so that they could not recognize the Messiah when He came into their midst.  In these stories we see the tragedy of seeking God for what He can do, rather than seeking Him out in order to know Him.  Throughout history, and all over the world, people are captivated by religious experiences that takes the place of having a relationship with God in Christ.  Those who call themselves Christians are not immune to this.  Even Christians can use religious ideas (even those that are true) to find personal satisfaction of one’s desires and hopes, rather than as a way to find one’s way to God.  The fact that this happens in the lives of literally millions upon millions of people, should make us soberly aware that the same could happen to us if we are not wise and open to the truth.  Jesus said, “If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed.  And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” (Jn.8:31-32).  To “abide” means to make one’s self at home in a place or a thing.  The idea here is that for those who live in God’s Word, and for those in whom God’s Word lives, there is freedom from the bondage to sin and death.  The choice always before us is whether or not we will choose to pursue abiding in Christ’s Word (the Bible), so we can experience the freedom He came to provide (and that is available through no other means).
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