
The gospel delivers us from evil 
 

When we, as Christians, pray our hallmark prayer, the Lord’s Prayer, we 
ask, “Deliver us from evil.”   
 

The astonishing Gospel story we heard today is a story of such 
deliverance.  The story of a deranged man being delivered from torment 
and healed, at the expense of a herd of pigs who flung themselves down 
a hillside and drowned in the lake below is a story of liberation.  But not 
quite in the sense it first might seem, for this is the second most overtly 
political of Jesus’s acts in the New Testament Gospels, almost as 
provocative as his entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.         

 

Luke cloaks his account of Jesus’s actions with the common features of 
a healing narrative, but what he does not manage to hide is that here 
Jesus openly challenges those who thought themselves beyond being 
challenged.  This is Jesus’s thinly-veiled promise of deliverance from 
Roman oppressors: 
o The man in the story calls himself ‘Legion’, not only because he 

thought he was possessed by many demons but more significantly 
because it is the title of a company of Roman soldiers 

o The pigs grazing on the hillside were the food supply for a local 
Roman garrison 

This was Jesus getting at the Romans, challenging them, warning them, 
facing up to them, and the healed man knew it.  He was keen to tell 
neighbours in his home town that Jesus had set him free from the 
oppression of evil forces.  Jesus was a liberator who could set his people 
free.             
 

And the story of Jesus, the demoniac and the Gadarene swine teaches us 
that when people are rescued from vicious circles,  
 wherever the will to live is restored,  
  wherever people come out of the rigor mortis of apathy,  
   wherever people come out of the chaos of mental   
   confusion,  
wherever people come out of the hypersomnia of stultifying 
disconnectedness and regain their lives, Jesus’s prayer ‘deliver us from 
evil’ is experienced.  Of course, the chains that entrap human beings 
today can take many forms, and freedom from them will have various 
expressions.  



 

It is my firm belief that, although human history shows that religion has 
often been an oppressive, hateful and violent force, true religion is 
always liberating. Today’s gospel story shows that one person’s freedom 
can be another’s downfall:   
 when that poor man was healed, local swineherds lost their source 
 of income,  
  and, if Palestine was ever to be freed from Roman rule,   
  Roman soldiers would have to be disempowered.  
Even so, liberating people from their vicious circles is the business of 
churches; setting people free is God’s concern.  Let’s look at five 
examples of human entrapment.          
  

For those in the vicious circle of oppression, liberation is democratic 
human rights.1 One of the most heart-stopping dramas on television 
recently was Years and Years which began as a story in which the writer 
speculated what Britain might be like in the years after Brexit and, 
though always fiction, it almost turned into a documentary recording 
our descent into unfeeling autocratic rule by a person unsuitable to hold 
office.  In the real world, think of the protests in Hong Kong against the 
legislation that Carrie Lam intends to introduce effectively increasing 
China’s control over the territory and its people.  Freedom in these 
circumstances is the establishment of the right to have a voice and to 
have a vote.   
 

For those in the vicious circle of poverty, liberation is social justice.  Last 
weekend was the second anniversary of the fire in Grenfell Tower.  Now, 
not everyone living there was officially below the poverty line in terms 
of income, but everyone there lived significantly below the average 
income for that borough, and everyone there was and is at the mercy of 
people in authority who have been unable to address their needs.  I say 
this both in terms of ensuring the Tower was a safe place to live, and 
since its destruction, in terms of providing suitable permanent homes 
for all survivors.  For them, liberation is regaining self-control.                         
                                                           
1  The remainder of this sermon expands on the following sentence in Jurgen Moltmann’s The Crucified God:  

“Hitherto we have allowed the concept of liberation to run through the dimensions of oppression and  

have found that in the vicious circle of poverty, liberation must be called social justice;  

in the vicious circle of force, it must be called democratic human rights;  

in the vicious circle of alienation, it must be called identity in recognition;  

in the vicious circle of ecology, it must be called peace with nature;  

and in the vicious circle of meaninglessness, it must be called courage to be, and faith.” 



 

For those in the vicious circle of alienation, liberation is identity and 
recognition.  Although there are many who feel alienated and on the 
margins, here I think particularly of one example of people who have 
become easy targets of bullies.  The week before last the NSPCC 
appointed Munroe Bergdorf as an ambassador for Childline, and within 
days she was dropped after people objected to the appointment of a 
transgender model to the role.  That’s bad enough, but much, much 
worse was the unprovoked attack on two girlfriends out on a date, in 
which one’s jaw was fractured and the other’s nose was broken.  Why is 
it that when, in formal legal terms society is more tolerant, in fact we are 
not?  When we are the respecters of individuality, we align ourselves 
with God’s will in this, and become liberators of those who are 
alienated.   
 

For those in the vicious circle of ecological breakdown, liberation is 
living in harmony with nature.  Politicians in Colombia earlier this week 
objected to the social use of cocaine by the upper classes in Britain 
because forests have been felled to make way for coca production in 
Colombia.  The way we live our lives has an impact on the planet we live 
them on.  We could tend our gardens, if we have one, so that we create 
hedgehog highways and bug stations.  Those who participated in last 
week’s church meeting threw up many helpful, insightful and, in some 
cases, creative ideas to offer ways in which we can become more eco-
friendly and become a greener church.  I hope the end result will be that 
we will live in closer harmony with creation.    
 

Finally, people in contemporary British churches might feel they are in 
the vicious circle of pointlessness (asking what are we for and who 
notices us?)  
 or in the vicious circle of  meaninglessness (asking how can we 
 tiny faithful few meet the challenges of today’s society?).   
A former minister of Trinity Church wrote a hymn inspired by leading 
worship on the corner of this busy road – Lest the noise of traffic drown 
the voice of prayer make us ten times more aware that the world is our 
Christian care, it prayed. Now, many years later, I work on these same 
premises most days:  I hear ambulances hurtle past,  
 I see police vehicles rushing to incidents,  
  I see people arrested,  



   I hear arguments on the street,  
    and I see people sleep in the shelter of the church  
    walls.   
Every day I see or hear something that suggests disordered or 
dysfunctional lives. People knock on the door and ring the telephone 
sometimes seeking advice,  
 once last week it was just to tell a stranger (me) his story,  
  sometimes wanting the financial or practical help it is   
  difficult, even impossible, to give.   
And it is easy for people in churches to feel overwhelmed by the social 
needs of our local population.  In that vicious circle, liberation is the 
courage to be, and the courage to keep faith. 
 

What unites the examples I have given is that they are all contentious.  
People will have different views about the situations I have outlined, 
and the arguments and discussions within them may be noisy.  Yet the 
struggle is worthwhile. Perhaps liberation is always noisy.  The Gospel 
story, though silent on the page, was noisy and chaotic – pigs squealing 
and yelling as they hurtled down the hill and splashed into the lake 
below.  We cannot expect liberating acts to be anything other than 
tumultuous today, yet their result is harmony, peace, joy and freedom, 
all characteristics of the kingdom of God to whom be glory for ever and 
ever.           
 

         
 

 
 

 


