
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

4.6.2 The Return of the Unclean Spirit 

[24] When the unclean spirit has gone out ofa person, it wanders through waterless regions 
looking for a resting place, but not finding any, it says, "I will return to my house from 
which I came." [25] When it comes, it finds it swept and put in order. [26] Then it goes and 
brings seven other spirits more evil than itself and they enter and live there; and the last 
state of that person is worse than the first (Q I I :24-26 [Luke I I :24-26; Matt I2:43-45]). 
Mark does not include this saying. It is found in Q, and reported verbatim in Matthew 

and Luke, with the exception of the phrase, "So shall it be also with this evil generation" 

(Matt 12:45), which is almost certainly a Matthean addition.219 In both Matthew and Luke 

the parable comes on the heels of conflicts between Jesus and the Jewish leadership, and 

immediately before statements that discount the value of family,220 perhaps indicating a 

desire on the part of both redactors to provide a veiled critique of Jesus' audience in response 

to the accusation that he was mad or possessed by Beelzebul. Alternatively, it may originally 

have circulated independently of the Beelzebul material. 

The idea that a house could represent a person is rooted in ancient the Palestinian 

cultural context where the house was understood as a dwelling place for demons and could 

also be used as a metaphor for a person in cases of spirit possession.221 There may then be a 

connection between this statement and the parable about Satan's kingdom divided, and the 

Binding of the Strong Man, especially since Luke places this statement immediately after the 

Beelzebul controversy. In other words, it is very likely that in describing rulers, property and 

219 Luz, Matthew: A Commentary, 2:222-3. 
220 In Luke it follows the Beelzebul controversy (I I: I4-23), and is followed by Jesus' statement that 

hearing and obeying the word of God supersedes the bond with one's mother (I I :27-28). In Matthew, it follows 
the saying about the judgment of this generation by the queen of the South (I2:38-42), and is followed by 
Jesus' claim that his disciples, rather than his mother and brothers, are his true family (12:46-50). 

221 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X-XXIV, 925; and Horsley (Hearing the Whole Story, 
I39) note that a house was a commonly understood metaphor for ruling family or dynasty within Judaism, 
as in 2 Sam 7. Cf. Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (London: SCM Press, I 958), 138; P. Joi.ion, 
l 'Evangile de Notre Seigneur Jesu- Christ (1930), 83. 
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houses, Jesus is actually referring to people, who are being controlled by spirits, and that 

tying up the strong man refers to binding or immobilizing the spiritual forces that oppressed 

people. Joel Marcus argues that the saying may also indicate that Jesus recognized the 

impermanent nature of his exorcisms and the continued vulnerability of those he had 

exorcised demons from to further attack. 222 

Let us look more closely now at the term unclean spirit (TTvEuµa aKa0apTov). This 

term is found in Mark's version of Jesus sending out the twelve, and as we shall see, it is 

used regularly, especially by Mark, but also by Luke and Matthew, to describe the entities 

which are thought to have taken possession of persons in the gospel accounts. 223 A fuller 

discussion of unclean spirits will be taken up in chapter 5. I wish to note here, however, that 

as we showed in chapter 2, first-century Palestinian society was a purity society which 

understood itself as operating within a larger cultural context that was impure. Given this 

context, it is not surprising that the spirits which were thought to possess people were often 

described as unclean, and may suggest a Palestinian background for the term. From an 

anthropological perspective, the religious distinction of clean/unclean is mirrored in the 

spiritual and physical maladies of those whom Jesus heals. For instance, the lepers and the 

woman with the flow of blood were both ostracized from society because of their 

ailments,224 and as we shall see in chapter 5, unclean spirits were also associated with 

particular illnesses such as deafness and muteness, as well as with spirit possession, in the 

222 Marcus, "The Beelzebul Controversy," 24 7-77. 
223 See Mark 1:23; 5:2; 7:25; 9:25; Matt 10:1; Luke 4:36; 8:29; 9:25 
224 Wahlen (Jesus and the Impure Spirits, 130) argues that leprosy blood flow, and deafness and 

muteness may have excluded sufferers from meaningful participation in the cult, and that Jesus' healings 
would have had messianic significance. 
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gospels. Declaring a person clean who had previously been in the social category of unclean 

enabled that person to participate fully in the life of the community. 

Another point of significance in this Q parable is the reference to waterless regions. It 

is not clear whether it is water or a desert that the spirit seeks; only that he seeks rest, and not 

finding it returns to his original house/host. There are problems with determining the 

significance of the water versus the desert in the exorcism of the Gerasene Demoniac as well, 

as we shall see. However, it seems likely that spirits were thought to reside in desert 

locations, and may have been thought to be afraid ofwater.225 

The comment that the spirit finds its original abode in perfect order and brings with it 

seven other spirits more evil than itself to take up residence, is more difficult to interpret. It 

does, however, raise several questions. First: What is the symbolic connection between a 

clean and orderly house (i.e. person) and the return of an evil spirit? Second: Why, upon its 

return, does the spirit bring with it other spirits more evil than itself? Finally: What is the 

significance of the number seven? We saw already in our discussion of the possession of 

Mary Magdalene that possession by seven spirits may signal a particularly severe case. 

Seven may thus be an indicator of both the severity of particular cases of possession and 

difficulty of treating them. 226 

In terms of the connection between clean houses and people who are vulnerable to 

spirit possession, I have not come across any good explanation for this, but it seems to me 

that if the story is metaphorical, the idea of being put in order may simply be a way of stating 

225 Fitzmyer, the Gospel According to Luke, 2: 925. See e.g., Lev 16:10; Isa 34: 13-14; Bar 4:35; 
Jub 48:1-4; Rev 18:2. We mentioned this briefly under Jesus' Trials, and will discuss it again in more depth 
under the Gerasene Demoniac. 

226 See note 188. 
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the belief that human beings were continually vulnerable to demonic attack. There is no 

indication in the parable that blame is being assigned to the host, and there is no internal 

evidence that this parable is meant to be a comment on the results oflack of faith in Jesus. 

Rather it seems quite simply to be an observation about the nature and behavior of unclean 

spirits rather than about the character of affected persons or their theological response to 

Jesus. 

That the spirit, rather than the character of the possessed individual, is the intended 

subject of the story is, according to John Killgallen, indicated by two grammatical points. 

First, the "unclean spirit" is the subject of four of the six actions in the story and is therefore 

likely to be the intended main character. Second, eight of the ten main verbs in the story are 

in the present tense, which suggests that the story is about the nature of spirits generally.227 

As we have seen, the evidence for exorcism in Q is limited. It consists of a possible, 

but unlikely, reference to exorcism among a list of other healings in a response by Jesus to 

John (Q 7:18-21) and the information about unclean spirits and possession that can be 

gleaned from the saying The Return of the Unclean Spirit. This includes the possibility that 

unclean spirits were thought to dwell in the desert or wilderness, that they were thought to 

return to people they had previously possessed for no clear or predictable reason, and finally 

that the number of seven when associated with possessing spirits may indicate severity. 

59. 

227 So John J. Kilgallen, "The Return of the Unclean Spirit (Luke 11 :24-26)," BTB 74 (1993): 45-

229 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

4. 7 Evidence in Special M 

The evidence in Special Mis more limited even than it is in Q. As we will see in 

chapter 5, Matthew, even more than Luke, downplays violent or disturbing aspects reported 

in Mark's exorcisms. 228 The result is that he has significantly abbreviated the stories of the 

boy with the spirit and the possessed man of Gerasa. Although this is typical ofMatthean 

redaction techniques more generally, there may be other reasons for his omissions. Both 

Matthew and Luke have omitted, for example, the healing of the deaf mute in Mark 7:31-37, 

which has Jesus spitting on the man's tongue and putting his fingers into his ears, suggesting 

that both writers wished to avoid the risk of having Jesus' actions resemble too closely those 

of a magician. 

Matthew has also avoided entirely the exorcism in the Capemaum synagogue which 

has shifted the importance of exorcism in Jesus' ministry from its central position in Mark 

(1:21-29), where the exorcism in the Capernaum synagogue is Jesus' first public activity. 

Matthew's first exorcism (that of the Gadarene Demoniac) does not appear in his narrative 

until 8:28-34, and as we have noted is substantially shorter than either Mark's or Luke's 

version. 

The only exorcism that can possibly be attributed to the Matthean redactor is the brief 

episode that occurs at the beginning of the Beelzebul Controversy (12:22); although another 

exorcism occurs in 9:32-3, as we saw when we discussed this material, Matthew has very 

likely used the same exorcism story twice. The only possible indirect reference to exorcism 

in Mis in Matthew 10:25: "If they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, how much 

228 Garrett, The Demise of the Devil, 26; Twelftree, In the Name of Jesus, 159-60. 
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more will they malign members of his household." If this saying could be shown to be 

independent of the Beelzebul Controversy, it might indicate that the accusation occurred on 

more than one occasion, and thus would provide further confirmation that the accusation 

against Jesus was embedded in the earliest Jesus tradition. However this is not certain. 

Thus, we are left with very little in special M that contributes to our historical portrait 

of Jesus as an exorcist with the exception of a possible third source of the Beelzebul 

accusation (Matt 10:25). Matthew's tendency to either omit or shorten the exorcisms he finds 

in Mark tells us either that he was not particularly interested in them or that he had a definite 

reason for limiting their influence; possibly a level of discomfort with they way they might 

negatively affect Jesus' image as a Jewish wisdom teacher. 

4.8 Conclusions 

Our analysis of all indirect references to exorcism in the earliest sources has provided 

us with a general picture of Jesus as exorcist. This chapter has shown first that the baptism as 

reported in Mark (and parallels in Matthew and Luke) and the trials reported in both Mark 

and Q indicate that Jesus was thought to have had an initiatory experience that included a 

vision at the time of his baptism by John, which was followed by a period of trials in the 

wilderness. As reported in both Mark and Q, the testing involved an encounter with Satan, 

and in Q Jesus is faced with and overcomes three tests of his character. The reports of a 

vision of the heavens opening and the period of trials in the wilderness correspond to the 

initiatory experiences of Jewish prophets, as well as to those of healers and exorcists across 
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cultures, and suggest that Jesus was understood by his followers to have been a spirit-filled 

exorcist. 

The Beelzebul Controversy (Mark/Q), which has been accepted by the majority of 

scholars as representing a historical accusation against Jesus, provides confirmation that 

Jesus was accused by his opponents of casting out demons by Beelzebul, and that he was 

thought to be out of his mind by his family (Mark). The link between demon possession and 

madness is also attested independently in John. Thus, the earliest traditions confirm that 

Jesus was remembered as a spirit-filled exorcist who displayed ecstatic behavior which 

brought accusations of demon possession and raised concerns that he was mad. 

Jesus' response, "lfl by Beelzebul cast out demons, by whom do your sons cast them 

out?" (v. 19) along with the saying about the strange exorcist provide the added information 

that other exorcists were operating in Galilee during Jesus' lifetime and also suggest that 

Jesus may have had competition in his role as exorcist. The second part of Jesus' response in 

the Beelzebul saying, "But, if I cast out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of 

God has come upon you" (v.20), connects Jesus' exorcisms with the his use of the phrase 

"kingdom of God," which has been widely accepted as among the historical certainties about 

Jesus.229 The Markan and Q tradition that Jesus sent the twelve on a peripatetic mission that 

included exorcism along with L's report of the return of the seventy may provide evidence 

that both Jesus and his disciples functioned as exorcists. However, these reports may also 

reflect early Christian practices which were retrojected back onto these episodes. 

229 Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 139-40. 
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The changes to the healing/exorcism of Peter's mother-in-law and the pericope of the 

woman with the spirit of infirmity found only in L provide very little information about Jesus 

as an exorcist, but do confirm the connection in the first-century Palestinian context between 

evil spirits and some illnesses. The report in L that Mary Magdalene was thought to have 

been possessed by seven demons also very likely belong to a historical core of tradition 

based on both the criteria of embarrassment and anthropological analysis. 

Jesus' response to the Pharisees who warn him that Herod Antipas is seeking his life 

may tell us that the writer of Luke understood Jesus' exorcisms and healings to have played a 

significant role in his execution, and also suggests that there were Pharisees who were 

friendly toward Jesus and who wished to protect him, however much they may have sparred 

with him. Finally, the Q saying about the return of the unclean spirit indicates that possession 

by either one or several spirits was known in the Palestinian context, that spirits were thought 

to be associated with the wilderness or desert, and probably that people were thought to be 

continually vulnerable to demonic attack. 

Special M does not provide us with any historical information except possible 

confirmation of the Beelzebul accusation. It also tells us implicitly that the redactor of 

Matthew was somewhat uncomfortable with the traditions of exorcism. We shall now 

examine the exorcisms themselves, which will provide more details both about the social 

context of the exorcisms as well as Jesus' techniques as exorcist and about the circumstances 

of those he encountered. This will help to fill in our tentative portrait of Jesus the exorcist. 
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Chapter 5: Jesus the Exorcist: The Direct Evidence 

5.1 Introduction 

Having examined the evidence pointing to Jesus' role as exorcist in chapter 4, we 

now focus on the exorcisms themselves. All four of the exorcisms found in the gospel 

tradition are attested in Mark, but only two of the four are found in the triple tradition. 

Matthew has omitted the exorcism in the synagogue and Luke has excluded the exorcism 

of the Syro-phoenician woman's daughter. As a result, this chapter draws heavily on 

evidence in Mark, but will also examine differences that emerge in both Matthew and 

Luke. Mark's portrayal of both heatings and exorcisms in general displays a down-to­

earth quality, which suggests that the stories have been less developed theologically than 

those of either Matthew or Luke. 1 

Our approach will encompass two foci. First, from a textual perspective, our 

interest will be in understanding the reasons for changes made by Matthew and Luke. 

This means that it will be important to be clear about the ways the two later writers have 

redacted the material they found in Mark in order to both establish the earliest strata of 

material and understand why particular changes were made. The criteria of authenticity 

will be applied as appropriate to gauge the probable historicity of particular elements in 

the tradition. In addition, sociological and anthropological insights will be used to provide 

further information about the social context and implications of these events. We will 

then be able to combine the evidence from chapter 4 with the portrait we construct from 

an analysis of the exorcisms themselves. 

1 So Howard, Disease and Healing, 55-6. 
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5.2 Evil Spirits, lflness and Sin in the Synoptic Gospels 

We have seen already that evil spirits were thought to affect persons in the ancient 

world in two particular ways, afflicting them either with illness or causing them to sin, or 

possessing them. Erika Bourguignon has identified two types of beliefs that are associated 

with a belief in the spirit world. In the first, an illness or other affliction is attributed to a 

spirit. This she identifies as "possession belief' (PB). In the second, "possession trance" 

(PT), spirits are believed to take possession of an individual.2 

We saw in the previous chapter that in two cases the writer of Luke attributes 

physical conditions to evil spirits (a fever and a crippling condition), and across cultures 

illnesses such as deafness, muteness, blindness, and paralysis are associated with spirit 

affliction or possession.3 The second type of belief is evident in the New Testament 

depictions of demonic spirit possession, but it is important to remember that both are 

connected to a particular understanding of the cosmos. 

Two conditions as understood from a western perspective correspond to those 

which are implicitly linked in the gospels with spiritual forces. The first, known as 

conversion disorder, is a condition in which guilt not consciously acknowledged is 

converted into a physical condition, typically blindness, paralysis, weakness, loss of 

voice, or dermatitis.4 Onset is usually in early adulthood, and is frequently precipitated by 

2 Bourguignon, Possession, 46. 
3 Bourguignon, Possession, 7, 45; Crapanzano, "Introduction," 14; Obeyesekere, "Psychocultural 

Exegesis," 235-293; Wood Saunders, "Variants in Zar Experience," 179; Zemplini, "From Symptom to 
Sacrifice," 87-140, esp. 112-114, 123-5; Crapanzano, "Mohammed and Dawia," 141-176, 144; Rothenberg, 
Spirits of Palestine, 34, 36-38, 44-46, 65-7. 

4 American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders, DSM­
IV (Washington D.C.: American Psychiatric Association, 1994), 452. Although we will not discuss Jesus' 
healing of lepers in this study, recently scholars have determined that what we understand as leprosy today 
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extreme stress, such as warfare or the loss of a significant other. 5 The second, 

somatization disorder, is a related condition involving physical problems for which no 

medical explanation can be been found. 6 Typical manifestations include deafness, 

muteness, blindness, paralysis, and excessive menstrual bleeding. 7 In both conversion 

disorder and somatization disorder, there is a strong link between social or psychological 

issues and physical illness. 

This connection between either sin or personal conflicts and physical symptoms or 

pain has been observed across cultures, 8 and is also found in the gospels. In several of the 

healings reported, illness is clearly associated with sin, and healing occurs as a result of 

forgiveness. These include the man Jesus healed at the pool ofBethsatha (presumably a 

paralytic) whom Jesus later warns to stop sinning lest something worse happen to him 

(John 5:14), the blind man in John 9, whose condition is assumed by Jesus' disciples to 

be the result of sin, and the healing of the paralytic in Mark 2, to whom Jesus offers first 

forgiveness, and then physical healing. This suggests that in some cases at least, social 

restoration in the form of forgiveness was seen as necessary for physical healing. It also 

is actually Hansen's disease and that the skin diseases reported both in the Hebrew Bible and in the NT are 
more likely some type ofrash, probably psoriasis, eczema, or fungal infections. See E.V. Hulse, "The 
Nature of Biblical 'Leprosy' and the Use of Alternative Medical Terms in Modem Translations of the 
Bible," PEQ 107 (1975): 87-105; Webb, "Jesus Heals a Leper," 177-202. 

5 DSM-IV, 257. 
6 The DSM-IV, (445) uses the term "somatoform disorders". The symptoms listed in the gospels 

that Jesus is said to have healed fit both of these disorders. See Mark 8:22-27 (blindness); Mark 7:31-37 
(deafness); Luke 11 :14; Matt 9:32-34; 12:22-23a (muteness); John 5:1-9 (either paralysis or lameness). 

7 DSM IV, 450-51. 
8 Colleen Ward ("The Cross-Cultural Study of Altered States of Consciousness and Mental 

Health," in Altered States of Consciousness and Mental Health: A Cross-Cultural Perspective. [ed. Colleen 
A. Ward; Newbury Park, Ca.: Sage Publications, 1989], 15-35) notes the universal connection of sin to 
illness and confession of sin to healing; Rothenberg, (Spirits of Palestine, 39) notes that among 
contemporary Muslims in Israel, maintaining a pious lifestyle is often one of the most important steps in the 
treatment process. The formerly possessed person is encouraged to pray regularly, avoid television and 
music and, if female, to cover her head. Failure to follow this regime may put the person at risk of 
repossession. 
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implies that Jesus had enough personal and spiritual power to be able to both reassure and 

heal, and that this was recognized by those he encountered. 9 

Beyond this, in ancient societies, sickness and spirit possession were believed to 

be strongly connected to problems within human relationships or to cosmological forces, 

as we have already seen in chapter 2. 10 We can assume then that there is a symbolic 

aspect to Jesus exorcisms as well, which is connected to both the social and the 

political. 11 Arthur Kleinman suggests that in all cultures medicine and healing are part of 

a "system of symbolic meanings anchored in particular arrangements of social institutions 

and patterns of interpersonal interactions."12 

As Ched Myers notes, this does not imply in any way that these events did not 

occur historically, or that they were limited to the metaphorical level. Rather, "symbolic 

action" means "action whose fundamental significance, indeed power, lies relative to the 

symbolic order in which they occurred." 13 Thus, Myers argues that like the symbolism of 

Martin Luther nailing his theses to the door of the cathedral in Wittenberg and the actions 

of civil rights activists in the 1960s in the United States, Jesus' actions were more than 

9 Mark 2:1-12. See also discussion n. 211, ch. 4. Cross-cultural studies have shown that the 
relationship between the healer and the patient is crucial to a positive outcome for an illness. Colleen Ward 
("Possession and Exorcism," 135-7) has identified six factors which play a role in the effectiveness of 
healing, including exorcism. These include (1) the act of seeking help itself and having the illness named 
(i.e. the therapeutic process), (2) the dynamics of the healer-patient relationship (the warmer the 
relationship, the better the results), (3) the placebo effect (the phenomenon that occurs when a medical 
practitioner prescribes a regime or substance that he/she believes has no medicinal effect, but the patient's 
health improves nonetheless), (4) personality traits, (5) type of disorders (psychosomatic and neurotic 
disorders respond better than psychosis, for example), and (6) spontaneous remission of symptoms by 
reliving an emotional experience as a means of solving a psychological problem. See also Kleinman, 
Patients and Healers, 228, 241; Moerman, "Anthropology of Symbolic Healing,"59-66; Kinsley, Health, 
Healing and Religion, l 59-60. 

10 See 2.3. 
11 So David E. Moerman, "Anthropology of Symbolic Healing," 61. 
12 Kleinman, Patients and Healers, 24. 
13 Myers, Binding the Strong Man, 146. 
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simply heatings or exorcisms. They contained within them a larger meaning of 

confronting the powers of oppression expressed physically in spirit possession and 

illness, as well as the political powers that were intrinsically linked to them. "In sum, 

Jesus' symbolic acts were powerful not because they challenged the laws of nature, but 

because they challenged the very structures of social existence."14 

It is important to stress, however, that the political context cannot fully explain 

spirit possession and that its meaning and purpose must not to be reduced to that of an 

attempt to change the status of those who experience it. While negotiation between spirits 

and those in control of society may bring about changes on either an individual or societal 

level, at other times spirit possession may simply express resistance or open up discussion 

about difficult issues. 15 Spirit possession is an idiom, which, when it exists within a 

society, can act as a form of discourse that allows the one possessed to speak to political 

issues just as they might speak to other issues. 16 First and foremost, spirit possession is a 

social phenomenon or form of discourse, which expresses a culture's most basic values. 

14 Myers, Binding the Strong Man, 147-8. 
15 Although Lewis (Ecstatic Religion, 63-77) has argued that possession functions as a strategy for 

enhancing status among marginalized persons in a society, this assumption has been challenged recently by 
a number of scholars as not reflecting the nuances and complexities of the social relationships and political 
contexts in which people live. As a result, although most scholars acknowledge a relationship between spirit 
possession and the power structures ofa society, many would argue that possession does not always bring 
about a change in social status or circumstances. In fact, at times it can function as a force that resists 
change or as a mediator of change. In some cases, higher social status may even mean less freedom of 
movement and control over one's life. Nonetheless, possession, at least in certain cases, does appear to 
provide an alternative means of social advancement in situations of low social status and mobility in 
particular. For example, Bourguignon (Possession, 36, 59-60) notes that for Voodoo adherents in Haiti, 
membership in a spirit possession cult, and especially positions of leadership, can offer relative power, 
prestige and a source of income in a post-colonial situation with few other opportunities for upward 
mobility among the poor. Cf. Frederick M. Smith, "The Current State of Possession Studies as a Cross­
Disciplinary Project," RSR 27, 4 (2001): 203-212Saunders, "Variants in Zar Experience," 183-9; 
Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 7-8, 128-30; Keller, The Hammer and the Flute, 28-30, 52-55, 59; 
Bourguignon, "Introduction," in Religion, Altered States of Consciousness and Social Change, 4; Levy, 
Howard and Mageo, "Introduction," 1-1 O; Lambek, "From Disease to Discourse," 50-51. 

16 So Lambek, "From Disease to Discourse," 57. 
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Nevertheless, the link between cosmological forces and illness or spirit possession and 

between these forces and the understanding of political events was an important aspect of 

first-century culture. These observations are important to keep in mind as we examine the 

four exorcisms recorded by Mark which have as their unspoken background the 

assumption that spiritual forces, often described as unclean spirits, can possess human 

beings. 

5.3 The Exorcisms: Jesus and the Unclean Spirits 

Three phrases are generally used in the four strands of tradition that refer to 

exorcism (Mark, Q, Land M) to describe possessing entities: "unclean spirit" (TTv£0µa 

aKa0apTov), "demon" (omµ6v1ov), and "evil demon" (omµov1ov TTov~pov). While 

Mark shows a preference for "unclean spirit," using it in every account of exorcism, in Q 

both "unclean spirit" and "demon" are utilized, and Matthew and Luke make use of both 

terms, but show a preference for "demon". 17 Although Mark makes use of both "unclean 

spirit" and "demon," it is not entirely clear what distinction, if any, he is making. Luke's 

USe of both TTV£0µa cIKa0apTOV and OatµOVlOV suggests that he is using the tWO terms 

interchangeably. Acts also reports that "unclean spirits" came out of people. 18 Based on 

17 Mark uses "unclean spirit" three times in the exorcism of the demoniac in the synagogue, three 
times in the Gerasene Demoniac, and once each in the healing of the Syro-Phoenician woman's daughter 
and the Boy with the Spirit. In Q, there are only seven references to possessing entities. These include two 
in the pericope of the return of the unclean spirit (Q 11 :24-26), where both "unclean spirit" and "evil spirit" 
are used, and five references to "demon(s)" in the Beelzebul Controversy (QI I: 14-20). Matthew and Luke 
use "unclean spirit" and "demon" interchangeably, but Matthew especially prefers demon. See, e.g., Matt 
8:26, 31, 33, where "demon" and "demoniac" are used and 17: 14-21, where "demon" occurs. In Luke 4:33, 
35, 36, we find "spirit of an unclean demon," "demon," and "unclean spirit," and in Luke's version of the 
Gerasene demoniac both "unclean spirit" and "demon" are used throughout the text (8:27, 29, 30, 36). 

18 See Acts 5:16; 8:6-7. 
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this pattern of usage, Clayton Wahlen argues that the term predates Mark and is 

connected to Palestinian Jewish usage, and suggests that limitation of the use of the term 

to Jerusalem and Samaria in Acts makes this even more likely. 19 

Its conspicuous presence in a part of the Jesus tradition which is both distinctive and 
widely regarded as authentic suggests that the earliest Palestinian community and perhaps 
Jesus himself were very concerned with the notions and purity and impurity in connection 
with demon possession, so much so that expelling these spirits is remembered as a 
significant part of his work.20 

The term "unclean spirit" also corresponds to Mary Douglas' analysis of Jewish 

understandings of purity and danger and the way these are connected to bodily boundaries 

and to a culture's understanding of itself in relation to outsiders.21 Spirits which are 

unclean are associated with that which is outside of these boundaries, and thus represent 

danger. When they penetrate into a person, they have crossed a boundary, thus rendering 

the affected individual impure or dangerous. 

5.3.1 A Demoniac in a Synagogue (Mark 1:21-28 //Luke 4:31-37} 

[21] They went to Capemaum; and when the Sabbath came, he entered the 
synagogue and taught. [22] They were astounded at his teaching, for he taught 
them as one having authority, and not as the scribes. [23] Just then there was in their 
synagogue a man with an unclean spirit (f:v nvEuµan aKa0apT(\1};22 [24] and he 
cried out, "What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to 
destroy us? I know who you are, the Holy One of God." [25] But Jesus rebuked him, 
saying, "Be silent, and come out of him." [26] And the unclean spirit, convulsing 
him and crying with a loud voice, came out of him. [27] They were all amazed, and 
they kept on asking one another, "What is this? A new teaching-with authority! He 
commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him." [28] At once his fame 
began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee (Mark 1 :21-28). 

19 Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 167. 
20 Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 174; Wahlen also notes (52) that in the Testaments of 

the Twelve Patriarchs, which is roughly contemporary with the New Testament Gospels, "unclean spirits" 
serve the same purpose as demons and evil spirits, and that like Mark, the compilers of the Testaments 
preferred the term "unclean spirit" to "demon," which is only used once in T. Jud. 23: 1. For examples of the 
use of"unclean spirit" see T. Sim. 3:5; 4:9; 6:6; T. Levi 5:6; 18: 12; T. Jud. 16: 1; T. Ash. 1 :9; 6:5. 

21 Douglas, Purity and Danger, vii. 
22 Luke's version (4:33) reads, "a man who had the spirit ofan unclean demon" (av0pwnoc; exwv 

lTVEOµa 5atµov(ou aKa0apTOU ). 
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Textual and Historical Issues 

The exorcism in the synagogue at Capemaum is the first public action of Jesus 

recorded by Mark, and the first healing of any kind to appear in both Mark and Luke 

(Matthew omits it entirely). Mark's decision to locate the exorcism so early in his account, at 

the beginning of Jesus' public activity, indicates the level of importance he assigns to it 

within Jesus' larger mission. John Meier, who suggests that the story should be seen as 

reflecting the kinds of things Jesus did rather than as a historical account, nevertheless 

accepts that it may tell us that Jesus performed exorcisms in Capemaum.23 

The connection to Capemaum also lends credibility to the exorcism, since both 

the synoptic gospels and John indicate that Capemaum served as Jesus' home base.24 In 

addition, Jesus' harsh criticism of Capemaum, along with Bethsaida and Chorazin (Q 

10: 13-15) for not responding appropriately to miracles performed there, provides further 

support for the historical claim that it was a central locus of his public activity. 

Capemaum is close to the lake and to the border between Galilee and Panias, where 

Bethsaida Julias was located, which, according to John's gospel was the hometown of 

Philip, Andrew and Peter.25 Thus, it seems likely that at the very least, Mark's account 

23 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2: 649. But Smith (Jesus the Magician, 106-7) argues that the cures 
described by Mark as part of the beginning of Jesus' mission show no indication of being deliberately 
ordered in any particular pattern and bear strong similarities to magic, which Smith suggests actually raises 
their claim to historicity, rather than discrediting them 

24 Both Mark (2:1) and Matthew (4:13) describe Capemaum as Jesus' home; Matthew says 
explicitly that when Jesus heard about John's arrest, he withdrew to Galilee, left Nazareth, and made his 
home in Capemaum (4: 12-17). Q (Matt 8:5-13/ Luke 7: I-IO) locates the healing of the Centurion's servant 
in Capemaum. John independently depicts Capernaum as Jesus' home base in Galilee (2: 12; 6:59), and also 
places Jesus at Capemaum when he gives his discourse on the bread oflife (6:59). Meier (A Marginal Jew, 
2; 649) notes the significance of John also portraying Jesus as active in Capemaum, since his presentation 
of Jesus' ministry otherwise places more emphasis on Jerusalem and Judea. Thus, the fact that Jesus was 
active in Capemaum is supported by multiple attestation of both sources and forms. 

25 John l :44. 
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represents an exorcism that occurred in the synagogue at Capernaum sometime during 

Jesus' historical mission. 

The location of the exorcism in a synagogue is also significant. All of the gospels 

refer to Jesus' activities in Galilean synagogues, and, with the exception of John, report 

that healings or exorcisms occurred there. In addition, all of the towns Jesus is reported to 

have spent time in had synagogues. 26 According to Lee Levine, the significance of these 

synagogue healings and exorcisms was that they took place on the Sabbath, which meant 

that they drew criticism from Jesus' opponents, especially the Jewish leadership.27 Thus, 

the public setting in a synagogue fits the general picture of the criticisms aimed at Jesus 

by some of the Jewish leadership in the context of communal worship. That this exorcism 

is reported to be associated with Jesus' teaching and that it occurs in the presence of a 

Jewish hometown crowd is also noteworthy. 

Turning now to the story itself, the following may be noted. First, since the exorcism 

is not found in Q, differences between Mark and Luke can be assumed to reflect changes 

26 Some have questioned the historical value of these references on the basis of two issues: First, if 
the gospels were written in a Diaspora setting as some propose, the writers may have projected the presence 
of synagogues back into early first-century Galilee. Second, their own theological agendas may have shaped 
their inclusion of synagogues in their narratives. Thus, H. C. Kee, "The Transformation of the Synagogue 
after 70 C.E: Its Import for Early Christianity," NTS 36 [1990]: 1-24; and Richard Horsley, "Synagogues in 
Galilee and the Gospels," in Evolution of the Synagogue: Problems and Progress [ed. Howard Clark Kee and 
Lynn H. Cohick; Harrisburg: Trinity Press, 1999], 46-69) argue that the synagogue referred not to a physical 
building but to a gathering of people. However, Levine (The Ancient Synagogue, 47-8) notes that extra­
biblical evidence of synagogues in Judea and Galilee corroborates the New Testament evidence, making it 
unlikely that all four of the gospel writers would refer to Jesus' activities in synagogues if this institution was 
not part of early first-century Galilee. Finally, Anders Runesson (Architecture, Conflict, and Identity 
Formation: Jews and Christians in Capernaum from the First to the Sixth Century," in Religion, Ethnicity and 
Identity in Ancient Galilee [ed. Jiirgen Zangenberg, Harold W. Attridge and Dale B. Martin; Tlibingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007], 231-27) argues that the most convincing interpretation of the archaeological, art historical 
and textual evidence suggests that the black basalt stone building discovered underneath later synagogue 
buildings (probably 3rd and 5th century) most likely dates to the first century; cf. Anders Runesson, Donald D. 
Binder and Birger Olsson, The Ancient Synagogue from its Origins to 200 C. E. (Leiden: Brill, 2008), esp. 
25-32, which should settle this problem completely. 

27 Levine, The Ancient Synagogue, 47. 
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made by Luke, based on Markan priority. The phrase "and immediately" (Kai t:u0u<;) which 

is used to begin the story (v. 20) and again at v. 23, is likely a Markan addition to an earlier 

account, since he uses it throughout his gospel to link incidents and stories.28 Similarly, the 

last two verses (vv. 27-28) describing the astonishment of the crowd could also be Markan 

additions to an earlier account. However the amazement of the crowd is not consistently used 

by either Mark or the other synoptic writers, so it may be historical.29 Other than these two 

elements, the remainder of the story is probably pre-Markan. 

According to Mark, after arriving in Capemaum,30 Jesus and his disciples entered 

the synagogue and Jesus began to teach. While he was speaking, a man with an unclean 

spirit (h TTVEUµaTl aKa0cXpT(I)) began to cry out. As we have indicated above, the 

predominance of "unclean spirit" in Mark suggests an early pre-Markan tradition, and the 

cases where "demon" occurs probably reflect Markan redaction.31 Thus, there are reasons 

for suspecting that Mark's designation of "unclean" for possessing spirits reflects an 

indigenous way of describing these entities within the Jewish Palestinian milieu, and that 

the Greek terminology of Bmµ6vtov was only beginning to penetrate Jewish Palestine, 

28 See, e.g., Mark I :12; 6:45; 7:25; 14:43; 15:1; but 2:1-3:6 and 4:35-5:43. 
29 As Twelftree (Jesus the Exorcist, 58-9) notes, the amazement of the crowd is present in some 

healings, but not in others. Mark appears to add them to some of the exorcism stories (I :27; 5: 14, 15, and 
possibly 17), but omits them from others (7:30; 9:28). 

Jo In Luke's version of the story, Jesus 'descends into' Capemaum, which is more accurate 
geographically. The lake area around the Sea of Galilee is at a lower elevation than the western, more 
mountainous regions of Galilee. Luke also describes Capernaum as a "polis of Galilee", meaning that he 
saw it as larger than a village. Although the gospel writers use the term polis to describe Capemaum, it is 
unlikely that in the first century the town could have been a polis in the technical sense, which normally 
implied public buildings, fountains, and other symbols of Greco-Roman civilization. Archaeological 
evidence suggests that Capemaum was a relatively small town, and Reed (Archaeology and the Galilean 
Jesus, 148-69) estimates the population to have been between 600 and 1500 in the first century. 

JI Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 88, 92-3. See e.g., Mark I :32-34, 39; 3: 11. 
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since both Luke and Matthew, who write later, prefer this term.32 If, as Roger David Aus 

argues, the phrase av0pwTTO<; EV TTVEUµan aKa0apTq> is Semitic in origin, this too 

would support an early Palestinian tradition.33 

It is not clear why Luke has changed Mark's designation to "spirit of an unclean 

demon" (TTvEOµa omµov(ou aKa0apTou, v. 33), but it may reflect a more cosmopolitan 

perspective drawing on the Greek view of omµ6vta as neutral beings which could take 

on either good or evil characteristics. His modification of "demon" with "unclean," 

however, is unusual, and is the only case in the gospels. Fitzmyer notes that the more 

typical Palestinian expression would have been either "evil spirit" (TTVEOµa TTovrip6v), 

"unclean spirit" (TTVEOµa aKa0apTov), or another expression using "spirit" and an 

adjective. 34 

If we may conclude that the story describes-albeit in modified form-a historical 

event, what can we say about either the portrayal of the man or the social context? 

Drawing on our discussions on marginality and its connection to dualistic views of the 

spiritual universe in chapter 2, it seems likely that both the man and the spirit are being 

deliberately portrayed as marginal. That is, the designation "unclean" is implicitly linked 

in the narrative with both the fear of loss of control exhibited by spirit possession, and 

32 In the four main exorcisms we examine here, Mark uses the term unclean spirit(s) eight times 
and demon only three times. In contrast, in the same four accounts, Luke uses demon(s) seven times, and 
unclean spirit(s) only three times, and Matthew uses demons (twice), demoniac (twice), and "possessed by 
a demon" (once). In the summary statements, the use of"demon/demon possessed" is more common (used 
by all three writers). Only Matthew uses "spirits," without a qualifier, and then only once, to sum up Jesus' 
activities. 

33 Roger David Aus, My Name is 'Legion': Palestinian Judaic Samson Traditions in Mark 5: 1-20 
Studies in Judaism. (Dallas: University Press of America, 1999), 86; see BDB 89, III. I. 

34 Fitzmyer (The Gospel According to Luke 1-lX, 544); Fitzmyer also notes that the Aramaic 
equivalents from the GenAp 20.1-17 are "evil spirit" (~ll.1'~:1 mi), "spirit of affliction" or "chastising 
spirit" (1Z11:nl nn), and "spirit of purulence" (~'l?n1Z1 mii). 
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with operating outside of the accepted Jewish Galilean boundaries. Although this fear of 

loss of control may be universal to some degree, Mary Douglas has argued that it is 

particularly linked with cultures high in both group and grid, and is found in association 

with other characteristics such as a clearly defined social structure, a dualistic belief 

system, and socialization for conformity.35 

Returning to the story, the exchange between Jesus and the demoniac begins when 

the possessed man cries out (av£KpasEv [Luke adds "in a loud voice"]), "What do you 

have to do with us, Jesus ofNazareth?" (Tt ~µ1v Kal ao(, 'ITlcroO Na~apTlv£;). Let us 

first deal with the fact that the demon is said to cry out. The verb avaKpa~w expresses a 

sense of extreme agitation or fear, 36 and is the same word used to describe the response of 

the disciples in Mark 6:49 when they think they have seen a ghost on the Sea of Galilee. 

The demon encountered by Apollonius in Athens, mentioned in chapter 2, is also 

described as "crying out with sounds of fury and terror" (opyC\oc; <j>wvac; fi<j>tEt),37 

suggesting that this was a typical way in which demons were thought to respond to 

powerful exorcists in the ancient world. Luke's addition of "in a loud voice" may indicate 

that he wants to emphasize the effect of Jesus' power on the demon. Since Luke 

intensifies Mark's descriptions in two other cases, it is possible that this represents a 

theological interest of his.38 

35 See section 2.2. 
36 Danker, (ed.) A Greek-English Lexicon, 66. 
37 Philostratus, Life 4.20. 
38 Mark 5: 17-18, but Luke 8:28; Marki :34, but Luke 4:41. 
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In contrast, Matthew generally either omits these kinds of statements altogether, 

or downplays them where he finds them.39 While it is plausible that Mark's and Luke's 

inclusion of such strong responses by the demons reflects an attempt to make Jesus seem 

more powerful, it is just as plausible that these kinds of responses occurred in the earliest 

pre-Markan accounts of exorcism, and represent culturally accepted understandings of 

demonic behavior at the time. In any case, there is no reason to assume that the early 

church would have introduced the element of the consternation of the demons.40 

The first part of the statement (Tt liµ1v Kai ao(,' IriaoO Na~aprivt;) is probably 

intended to function as a defensive strategy on the part of the demon. Although in 

classical Greek the phrase meant "What have we in common?" here it probably reflects 

the Hebrew-Aramaic phrase 'i!?J ~;-il~ (lit. "What to me and to you?") and means "Why 

are you bothering me?" This appears to be the intended meaning where the phrase occurs 

in the LXX,41 and in the two other examples in the gospel tradition where it is found. In 

Mark 5:7, the same statement with a slight variation is attributed to the Gerasene 

39 Mark 5:7, but Matt 8:29; Matthew also omits both of Mark's descriptions of the spirit 
convulsing the boy in 9:20, 26, and omits large portions of the exorcism of the Gerasene Demoniac which 
describe the behaviour of the possessed man. 

40 So, Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 60-6 I. 
41 It is found in Judges on the lips of Jephthah as part of a message sent to the king of Ammon, 

where he says, "•i Eµo\ Kai croi, that you come to me to fight against my land?" (Jdg 1I.12), and in 2 Sam 
16:10, it forms part of David's response to Abishai's request to put Shimei to death. Similarly, when the son 
of the widow who has been providing food for Elijah becomes ill, she says to Elijah, Ti Eµo\ Kai croi ('What 
have you against me'), 0 man of God? Have you come to me to bring my sin to remembrance and to cause 
the death of my son?" (I Kgs 17:18). Finally, in 2 Kgs 3:13 Elisha responds with the same question when 
asked by king Jehoram of Israel (whom he did not like) to discern God's direction. These examples suggest 
that the statement was used as a defense mechanism, and also possibly as a way of distancing oneself from 
another. The widow in 1 Kgs, for example, may have feared that Elijah had cursed her family in some way, 
and so tried to ward him off with the phrase. Philo (Deus 138) interprets the phrase in I Kings (•i Eµo't Kai 
croi) as intending to ward off evil. See also 2 Sam I 9:22; 2 Chr 35:2 I; Acts Thom. 5; See discussion in A. H. 
Maynard, ("TI EMOI KAI LOI," NTS 31 [ 1985], 582-6; Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist," 63-4; But see Pierre 
Guillemette, ("Mc 1, 24 est-ii une formule de defense magique?" ScEs 30 [ 1978] 81-96) who argues that 
the phrase as used in I Kgs 17: 18, Philo, Deus 13 8 and Mark 1 :24 does not function as a magical defense 
formula. 
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Demoniac, and in John 2:4 Jesus uses it to respond to his mother (Tt f:µo\ Ka\ cro(, 

yuvm;) at the wedding in Cana, when she tells him that the wine has run out. In both 

cases the meaning of defense seems to be intended. 42 

The use of the phrase by the possessed man likely reflects his multiple identity. 

While in the first part of the sentence, Tl ~µ1v Ka\ ao(, the first-person plural form ~µ1v 

("us") is used, in the second half the first-person singular oi&a ("I know") occurs, 

rendering the sentence, "What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to 

destroy us? I know who you are." Several possibilities may be suggested for this change. 

Bruce Chilton proposes that the plural may have been added by Mark as part of his 

general tendency to refer to demons or unclean spirits in the plural.43 If the change is a 

Markan alteration this is possible. However, if so, it is strange that Luke has not altered 

this discrepancy in any way. Alternatively, the account may actually reflect the social and 

historical reality of the first-century world where demons were thought to speak both in 

the plural and in the singular. 

Another possibility is that the part of the phrase spoken in the plural may be 

intended to reflect the voice of the possessing spirit, and the part spoken in the singular 

the voice of the host. Paul Hollenbach has argued that this plural/singular speech by the 

demoniac suggests the idea of the radically divided self, which he argues is one of the 

42 Although it is not clear why Jesus responds in this way when told that the wine has run out, it 
may simply be that he does not wish to become involved and draw attention to himself. Maynard ("TI 
EMOI KAI 1:01," 582-6) posits that the author of John's Gospel used the phrase (2:4) to convey the idea of 
the 'higher nature of Jesus,' but rather than have the recognition come from demons (there are no exorcisms 
in John, and it is Jesus in John's gospel who reveals his divine nature), he has it come from Jesus. In this 
way he is also able to incorporate the tradition (Mark 3:20-21, 31-35) that there was tension between Jesus 
and his family, and at the same time portray his view that Jesus was aware of his higher nature. 

43 Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 222. 
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criteria used for identifying demoniacs in first-century Palestine.44 Of course, this is 

difficult to prove. However, Luke's failure to change Mark's version suggests that there 

was some reason in his mind for retaining the variance in number, and this variance may 

thus reflect in some way the first-century Mediterranean social context. 

The spirit's identification of Jesus is also significant. The "I know" formula is 

used in other ancient texts, such as the PGM, for subduing evil spirits,45 and we have seen 

already that in the ancient world knowledge of a demon's name or other aspects of its 

identity was thought to give the exorcist an advantage.46 However, in this case, the roles 

are actually reversed. It is the demon who attempts to ward off Jesus by revealing 

knowledge of his name and relationship to God, rather than the other way around.47 He 

does this in two ways, first by using Jesus' name and second by identifying his status, i.e. 

"the holy one of God." From our discussion in chapter 2, we recall that the three most 

common elements identified in exorcisms in the Greco-Roman world: 1) a confrontation 

between the demon and exorcist in which the exorcist forces the possessing spirit to 

reveal something about itself; 2) a command to come out; and 3) proof that the spirit has 

left.48 It is clear that in this exorcism, the demon has assumed the first of these roles in 

naming and identifying Jesus and Jesus has assumed the second. In this particular 

exorcism, we see no clear demonstration of the spirits exit except the crowd's 

amazement. 

44 Hollenbach, "Jesus, Demoniacs, and Public Authorities," 570; cf. Aus, My Name is 'Legion,' 13-
14. 

45 PGMVIII. 6. In PGMVIII. 13, the demon claims to know Hermes: "I know you Hermes, who 
you are and whence you come and which is your city." 

46 Lucian, Phi/ops. 16; l lQl l.5; T. Sol. 1:6-7; 5:3; PGMIV. 1017-19; 3030-40. 
47 See Bultmann, History, 209; Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 227-28. 
48 See 2.2. 
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The phrase 6 ay1oc; TOO 0rn0 ("The Holy One of God"), like "Jesus of 

Nazareth," is uncommon in the New Testament.49 The words "I know who you are, the 

holy one of God" (oi8a crE Tic; Et, 6 ay1oc; TOO 0Eo0) could be a Markan creation 

related to his messianic secret theme. However, as Bultmann has noted, even if this was 

Mark's understanding of both the demon's words and Jesus' command <1>1µw011T1 ("Be 

silenced/muzzled"), they should still be seen primarily as a protective device intended to 

ward Jesus off, rather than as a messianic confession.50 Thus, both the reversal ofroles 

and the use of the phrase "the holy one of God" are unusual and suggest an early tradition 

in which Christological titles for Jesus had not yet developed and in which Jesus was 

involved in an atypical dialogue with a possessing spirit. 

The spirit's identification of Jesus by the title· 111000 Nal;apTJVE is also unusual. 

First, the name "Jesus" without the added designation of "Lord" or "Christ" is not 

typically used by the early church. This could mean that it had little theological 

significance for them.51 The title 'I11crou Nal;apTJVE I Nal;apITToc;, is found only in direct 

discourse in Mark and "Nazareth in Galilee" is generally only used as a geographical 

designation. 52 Thus, there is no reason to suspect that either Mark or the early church 

would have introduced it. As Chilton observes, the theological interests of the early 

Christ-believers cannot completely account for the story. 53 The tendency of the early 

Church would have been to add theological titles that reflect a higher Christology, rather 

49 It is only found in John 6:69; Acts 3: 14; 4:27, 30; 1 John 2:20; Rev 3:7. 
50 Bultmann, History, 209. 
51 So, Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 225-226; Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 65-6; but see 

Meier (A Marginal Jew, 2: 649), who argues that "Jesus" is a Christological title and expresses Mark's 
theology. 

52 Matt 2:23; 21: 11; Luke (Acts 10:38); John 1 :45. See Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 65-6. 
53 Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 229. 
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than remove them. Twelftree also argues that the name "Jesus" would have been less 

theologically powerful than "Son of God" or "Jesus, the Christ" for casting out demons, 

making it less likely to have been introduced by the early church. 54 

On the other hand, evidence in the PGM suggests that the name "Jesus" was later 

used in incantations against demons. 55 We also see that in Acts, the sons of Sceva attempt 

(albeit unsuccessfully) to use the name "Jesus" rather than "Christ" to cast out demons,56 

and Origen also refers to the use of the name of Jesus to cast out demons.57 Thus, 

although "Jesus of Nazareth" was perhaps not theologically significant in other ways for 

the early church, it may have been significant for use as a tool against demons. And 

although the name was probably not introduced by Mark, it may have been recognized as 

powerful against demons early on. However, in this case, as we have already said, it is the 

demon, not the exorcist who makes use of the name in an attempt to ward off Jesus. 

The next words of the demon, "Have you come to destroy us?" (~A0i=:c;; UTTOAEO'at 

~µac;; ;), like the crying out, indicate fear. While it is possible that they reflect a Markan 

theology that wished to point the reader toward a time in the future when all evil spirits 

would be destroyed for good,58 this seems unlikely, since the only other clear indication 

of this belief in the gospels is Jesus' vision of Satan falling which is found in L (Luke 

54 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 62-5. 
55 See, e.g., PGMlV. 1230-1235; 3007-3029. 
56 Acts 19:14. 
57 See, e.g., Origen, Cels. 1.6, 25. 
58 So Kee ("The Terminology of Mark's Exorcism Stories," 243) and Richard Horsley (Hearing 

the Whole Story: The Politics of Plot in Mark's Gospel, [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001], 138), 
for example, argue that the use of the plural by the spirit suggests not only an immediate struggle with 
Jesus, but a struggle at the cosmic level in which the demonic powers will eventually be defeated. 
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10: 18), and as Twelftree argues, aTTOAAuµt is not a word that Mark shows interest in 

otherwise. 59 

The verbal resistance offered by the demon, in addition to the struggle that occurs 

as he exits the man, could also suggest historical authenticity since neither Mark nor the 

early Church would likely have invented an encounter where Jesus' authority was so 

clearly challenged.60 Thus, while the demon's knowledge of Jesus' identity fits Mark's 

theological program of the messianic secret, it need not automatically be linked with 

Mark's purposes. Instead, it may reflect first-century social reality. 

Let us move now to Jesus' response, the rebuke of the unclean spirit. We have 

already seen that the Greek term f:mnµaw is used in the LXX as a translation of the 

Semitic term 1l.7l. In the Hebrew Bible, 1l.7l seems to convey the sense of conquering or 

subjugating, rather than simply rebuking,61 and in the case of the War Scroll from 

Qumran, it is used to describe the driving out of evil spirits.62 It is also the word used by 

Abraham to bring the spirit afflicting Pharaoh under control in the Genesis Apocryphon. 63 

Jesus uses the combination of f:mnµaw and f:~tpxoµat here and in the exorcism of the 

boy with the spirit (9:25), but in that case Jesus also uses an emphatic I expression, f:yw 

59 Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 66. 
6° Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 226. But see Meier (A Marginal Jew, 2; 649-50), who 

argues that the crying out of Jesus' identity by the demon reflects Markan theology and so is likely not 
historical. 

61 So Horsley, Hearing the Whole Story, 137-38; See e.g., Ps 9:6; 68:31; 78:6; 80: 16; Zech 3:2. 
62 "You have chased away from us (i)l'Jl'J iln1lll) his spirits of destruction." See !QM 14.10. 
63 There 1l.'l makes up part of the Pharaoh's request to Abraham to pray for him and his household 

that the evil spirit might be 'banished' (il.'.Anrn). See also I QapGen 20.28-29; and 1 QM 14.1 O; 1QH4.6. 
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tm Taaaw (I command you), while in his general descriptions of exorcism Mark tends to 

use EK~cXAAW. 64 

Instead of a simple casting out, then, Mark's text reveals three aspects to the 

command, although they are integrated. Jesus rebukes (ETTETtµT]crE:v) the demon, and the 

specific form the rebuke takes is the order to be silent (<1>1µw8T]Tt), and to come out of 

the man (ES£A9£ an· auTou ). While the demon has referred to itself in both the plural 

and singular, Jesus' commands are in the second person singular: <1>1µw8T]Tt Kal ES£A9£ 

ES auToO ("Be muzzled and come out of him!"). Unlike many of the incantations 

described in the PGM, which contain numerous magical words often connected with 

Jewish traditions and names for God, the words ascribed to Jesus are simple and do not 

appear to use incantational language. 65 However, the presence of <1>1µw8T]Tt ("Be 

Muzzled/ Bound!"), which corresponds to the Aramaic term con, may in fact suggest 

incantational language. 

In extra-biblical texts, con/ <jnµ6w is associated with "incantational restriction" 

and implies the idea of binding, muzzling, immobilizing, or rendering someone unable to 

function. 66 The use of this word rather than mwm:iw, which conveys simple silence,67 

may indicate an intention on the part of either Mark or an earlier source to convey more 

than a request for silence. The demon's response supports this possibility since he is 

64 Horsley, Hearing the Whole Story, 137; See e.g., 1:34;39; 3:15, 22; 6:13; 9:18. 
65 PGMIV.3013ff. See 2.5. 
66 See J. H. Moulton and G. Milligan, (eds.) The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament JI/us/rated 

from the Papyri and Other Non-Literary Sources. 1930. Cf. Lucian, Peregrinus 15; Magical Papyri Oslo 
1.161 f; Repr. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982); Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke /-IX, 546; 
Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 69. 

67 In Mark 10:48, when people tell the blind man who is shouting at Jesus to "be quiet," for 
example, cncimaco is used. 
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presumably expressing consternation at being immobilized.68 If Jesus' intent was simply 

to silence the demon, this would not in itself render him unable to operate. On the other 

hand, the term may well imply both muzzling and immobilizing. In that case, the 

command would function both to render the demon unable to continue its spoken 

attempts to ward Jesus off, and to continue controlling the man. 

Finally, when the demon leaves the man, this is described as violent. Mark states 

that the unclean spirit convulsed the possessed man (O"TTapasav auTov), and crying out 

with a loud voice, came out of him (v. 26). The fact that the verb O"TTapacrcrw, which 

implies violent struggle,69 is also found in the account of the boy with the unclean spirit, 

where the boy is so forcefully convulsed by the spirit that the crowd assumes he is dead 

(Mark 9:26), suggests a similar level of power in this account. Luke (4:35) has softened 

the impact by changing the verb to p(nTw 70 ("to throw down"), which means that he was 

probably uncomfortable with the violent and graphic description he found in Mark. 

Luke's additional comment that the man was not harmed (v. 35) suggests that he was 

trying to limit the impact of the violent description. 

Mark's less refined and more graphic description of the demon's behavior would 

have perhaps been embarrassing to early Christ-believing communities because of 

possible associations with magic or with non-Christ-believing exorcists and also because 

of the portrayal of Jesus as not completely in control of evil spirits. As Chilton has 

observed, the resistance shown by the demon, its attempt to gain control over Jesus by 

68 Twelftree, "EI ~E ... EfQ EKBAAAQ," 378. 
69 UNB defines cma.pacmro as "to throw into convulsions," and Danker (A Greek-English Lexicon) notes that it 

is associated with the shaking and rough handling of someone possessed by an unclean spirit. 
70 UNB defines ptlTTw as "to throw I let down". 
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using his name, and its final desperate exit by throwing down the demoniac, are in tension 

with Mark's general tendency to portray Jesus as an exorcist with complete control over 

the demons and suggest an early tradition which was gradually taken over by Mark's 

larger theme of the spirits' knowledge and confirmation of Jesus' identity. 71 In addition, 

the violence can be understood as both proof that the demon had left and a last ditch 

effort to cause harm. 72 There are reasons then for suspecting that Mark did not invent 

either the conversation, which shows the demon attempting to overpower Jesus, or the 

struggle, which emphasizes the demon's power. 

In the end, Jesus is reported to have successfully removed the demon, and the 

crowd expresses amazement at his ability to "command the unclean spirits," (v. 27), just 

as they did at his teaching (v. 22). Although amazement by the crowd is a common motif 

in the synoptic gospels, it is not used in every healing or exorcism and its placement here 

does not itself mean the response is not historical. 73 We have also seen this response in 

Greco-Roman exorcisms, and in fact, compared with them, the Gospel writers' portrayal 

of the crowd's response is fairly subdued.74 

The exorcism itself contains the following elements: 1) the recognition by the 

demon of the exorcist and his power, which in this case is signaled by the spirit's naming 

of Jesus and his position in relation to God; 2) a struggle for control (this is clear from the 

spirit's attempts to ward Jesus off with defensive formulas); 3) a command by the exorcist 

71 Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 228-30; cf. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 70-1. 
72 So Bonner, "The Technique of Exorcism," 49. 
73 See for example 7:30 and 9:28, where we might expect amazement, but do not find it. See 

Chilton, "An Exorcism of History," 230-33 on the issues around identifying historical material. 
74 See for example Philostratus, Life 4.20 where Philostratus reports that the clapping and 

amazement of the crowd at the exit of the demon was "beyond description". 

254 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

for the demon to be silent and to leave, 4) the exit of the demon; and 5) the demonstration 

of the cure signaled by the amazement of the crowd. Some of these characteristics have 

already been noted in chapter 2, and in the introduction to this chapter, and are commonly 

found in exorcisms and incantations against demons in the ancient Mediterranean world. 

To sum up, there are no strong textual or historical reasons for rejecting the 

exorcism in the Capemaum synagogue as unhistorical, at least in relation to the earliest 

traditions that circulated about Jesus. The account does not seem to serve any clear 

theological purpose--except perhaps Mark's desire to portray the demons as aware of 

Jesus' identity and status. The language used to describe both the words and actions of the 

unclean spirit suggest that Jesus' authority was challenged in the encounter and that the 

unclean spirit left only after a violent and highly charged encounter with Jesus. 

Anthropological/Sociological Analysis 

From the perspective of anthropology, the encounter between Jesus and the 

possessing spirit can be understood in several ways. First, the negotiation between 

exorcist and spirit is found in other cultural traditions as well. Rothenberg notes for 

instance that among contemporary Muslims living in Israel-Palestine, the Sheikh 

(religious leader) must enter into negotiations with the spirit (jinn) and eventually either 

force it to convert to Islam, kill it or expel it.75 Second, the encounter and the exorcism 

can be understood as part of a symbolic struggle between the forces of good and evil as 

constructed by first-century Jewish Palestinian culture. Jesus' claims to mediate spiritual 

75 Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 38-9; cf. Obeyesekere, "Psychocultural Exegesis," 285-90. 
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power to effect the removal of unwanted spirits from individuals fits the characteristics of 

mediums as described cross-culturally. 76 It also displays evidence of the social role that 

exorcisms played. Christian Strecker argues that Jesus' exorcisms were fundamentally 

performances which incorporated both social and cosmological aspects of reality. 

If this is accurate, then the exorcisms of Jesus witness to a direct clash between the 
divine and the demonic-embodied in Jesus and the possessed person, and quite 
real in the sense of the above mentioned ejfet de real (i.e. possession creates a 
demonic reality by putting the possession idiom of a society into effect). This 
collision results in diverse transformations, notably in the order of the self, the 
social order, and the cosmic order. Alterations in all three orders are closely 
connected to and mutually affect each other.77 

If we may assume that the possessed man was part of the Jewish community at 

Capemaum, and was experiencing some difficulties socially, the role of the spirit would 

be to express these difficulties, and Jesus' role would be to transform the experience of 

the man into a socially acceptable one. What happens to the man comments on and 

contributes to the construction of reality of the entire community.78 lfthe demoniac, 

through the invading spirit, was expressing something that he could not under normal 

circumstances do, this would explain the importance of the exorcism occurring in a public 

arena, the synagogue. In this way, the man's experience is not limited to his own life. The 

social transformation of the man encompasses the entire community. The reintegration of 

the possessed individual into the community is then witnessed by everyone. The person 

with the spirit is changed in the process, but so are others who participate through their 

presence. 

76 See pp. 156-8. 
77 Strecker, "Jesus and the Demoniacs," 117-33, 126. 
78 As Lambek ("From Disease to Discourse," 53-4) observes, "Frequently, possession is a kind of 

serious parody of orthodox religion, social convention or the accepted language of power relations. Possession 
may even be self-parodic." 
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Yet, what causes the disappearance of the demonic identity? It is due first to the 
demonic self being destroyed performatively in the direct encounter with Jesus, thanks 
to the higher divine order embodied in him as medium. That means that, in the 
exorcistic performance, possessed persons are publicly and somehow empirically 
integrated into the change of the cosmic order that Jesus proclaims. The proclamation of 
the coming kingdom of God that presumably aims at a transformation of being is, so to 
speak, physically realized in the possessed person. The outcome is a transformance, a 
tangible change ofreality that can be grasped by others.79 

This means that in the case of the exorcism in the Capemaum synagogue, social 

reality is expressed and reflected in both the possession of the man by an unclean spirit 

and the public event of his exorcism. Through the encounter between Jesus and the man, 

both healing and change occur, but only after a struggle, and only as a part of the larger 

social context, the Jewish community of Capemaum, to which the man belongs. Once the 

man's status has changed, the community must also change in response. 

This will not have been popular with everyone since the act of exorcism itself 

draws attention to issues raised by those who are possessed by spirits. As a result of a 

public exorcism, the problems can no longer be ignored, particularly if the transformation 

is striking. This could help to explain the two kinds of responses to Jesus; amazement and 

devotion on the one hand and opposition and accusations of demon possession on the 

other. The response of the crowd (both their amazement and the fact that Jesus' fame 

began to spread) provides confirmation of the man's healing. Opposition comes from 

those who do not want social change to occur, generally the social elite. 

79 Strecker, "Jesus and the Demoniacs," 127. 
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5.3.2 A Demoniac in Gerosa: (Mark 5:1-20// Matt 8:28-34//luke 8:26-39) 

We now move to the second major exorcism of Jesus, that of the Gerasene 

Demoniac, which is attested in the triple tradition. 

[I] They came to the other side of the sea to the country of the Gerasenes. [2] And 
when he had stepped out of the boat, immediately a man out of the tombs with an 
unclean spirit met him. [3] He lived among the tombs; and no one could restrain him 
any more, even with a chain; [4] for he had often been restrained with shackles and 
chains, but the chains he wrenched apart, and the shackles he broke in pieces; and no 
one had the strength to subdue him. [5] Night and day among the tombs and on the 
mountains he was always howling and bruising himself with stones. [6] When he saw 
Jesus from a distance, he ran and bowed down before him; [7] and he shouted at the 
top of his voice, "What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I 
adjure you by God, do not torment me." [8] For he had said to him, "Come out of the 
man, you unclean spirit!" [9] Then Jesus asked him, "What is your name?" He replied, 
"My name is Legion; for we are many." [10] He begged him earnestly not to send 
them out of the country. [l l] Now there on the hillside a great herd of swine was 
feeding; [12] and the unclean spirits begged him, "Send us to the swine. Let us enter 
them." [13] So he gave them permission. And the unclean spirits came out, and 
entered the swine; and the herd, numbering about two thousand, rushed down the steep 
bank and were drowned in the sea. [14] The swineherds ran off and told it in the city 
and in the country. Then people came to see what it was that had happened.[15] They 
came to Jesus and saw the demoniac sitting there, clothed and in his right mind, the 
very man who had had the legion; and they were afraid. [16] Those who had seen what 
had happened to the demoniac and to the swine reported it. [ 17] Then they began to 
beg Jesus to leave from their neighborhood. [ 18] As he was getting into the boat, the 
man who had been possessed by demons begged him that he might be with him. [19] 
But Jesus refused, and said to him, "Go to your friends and tell them how much the 
Lord has done for you, and what mercy he has shown you." [20] And he went away 
and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him; and 
everyone was amazed (Mark 5: 1-20). 

Historical-Textual Analysis 

Let us begin with the origin of the story. This exorcism, like the other three major 

reports, is found in Mark but not in Q. However, in this case both Matthew and Luke 

have retained the account. Assuming Markan priority, it is there that we must look for the 

original form of the story, and to differences in Matthew and Luke as deliberate changes 

to this. 
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Most contemporary Jesus scholars agree that at least the first part of the story 

could reflect a historical event-an exorcism-that occurred somewhere in the Decapolis 

region. 80 All three synoptic accounts indicate that the exorcism occurred on the eastern 

side of the lake (Sea of Galilee) and that Jesus left and returned from there by boat. The 

strangeness of the location (the combination of "Gerasenes" and "the Decapolis") in itself 

suggests historicity. 81 This is the only exorcism, and the only miracle story of any kind, 

located in the Decapolis. 82 In addition, Gerd Theissen thinks a historical exorcism by 

Jesus in this region is plausible because the political situation when Jesus was active 

around Galilee's borders (ca. 30 CE) was more stable than it was when Mark was writing 

(66-70 CE),83 a point which supports an exorcism during Jesus' lifetime in the geographic 

region of western Decapolis. 

All of these factors make a historical event at the root of this tradition likely, and 

it is difficult to imagine any particular reason for Mark or anyone else to invent an 

exorcism in this location when it was outside Jewish territory. Although it is possible, as 

Luz has noted that because the Decapolis was seen as part of the "ideal land oflsrael," 

Mark or an earlier source may have wished to place an exorcism there. 84 

80 So Jostein Adna, "The Encounter of Jesus with the Gerasene Demoniac," in Authenticating the 
Activities of Jesus (eds. B. D. Chilton and C. A. Evans. NTTS, 28.2; Leiden: Brill, 1998), 279-301, 300; 
Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 74-6; Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2: 650-3; 662. 

81 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2:653. 
82 Meier (A Marginal Jew, 2:65 l) thinks a historical exorcism in the region of the Gerasenes may 

lie behind the story based on the fact that this is the only example we have of a healing or exorcism of Jesus 
that is linked to a city in the Decapolis. The Decapolis is also mentioned in Mark 7:31, immediately after 
the story of the Syro-Phoenician Woman's Daughter. Mark states that Jesus traveled from the region of 
Tyre and Sidon and went through the Decapolis on his way back to the Sea of Galilee. 

83 Tacitus, Hist. 5.9; Theissen (The Gospels in Context, 119-20). 
84 See Ulrich Luz, Matthew: A Commentary I, 1-7 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 4: 25 on 

the concept of the "ideal Israel". 
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Determining the specific setting within the Decapolis is more problematic, 

however. While Mark locates the exorcism at Gerasa, Matthew has placed it at Gadara, 

and some later manuscripts have Gergasa. 85 The manuscript evidence suggests that 

"region of the Gerasenes" is the earliest attestation, rather than Matthew's "region of the 

Gadarenes," and this is also supported by the majority of scholars.86 However, the 

problem with the location of Gerasa is its obvious distance of 33 miles from the Sea of 

Galilee, making it difficult to reconcile Mark's location with pigs drowning in the lake. 

As a result, some have proposed removing the episode of the pigs from the 

original exorcism, which resolves the problem of the water. 87 If the pig incident was 

added later, the location of Gerasa would only have became a problem at that time, which 

would explain why Matthew felt it necessary to make the change to Gadara. Thus, the 

most plausible explanation is that Matthew recognized the distance of Gerasa from the 

lake and substituted "Gadarenes," which is only 5-6 miles from the Sea of Galilee. 88 

Another possible resolution to the problem of the location of Gerasa has been 

proposed by Roger David Aus, who asserts that Gerasa may be a transliteration of Kursi, 

a fishing village located on the eastern shore of the lake, directly across from Capemaum, 

85 "Gergasenes" was a later correction, perhaps by Origen. See Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual 
Commentary on the Greek New Testament (London: United Bible Society, 1971 ), 84 

86 See John F. Craghan, C.S.S.R., "The Gerasene Demoniac," CBQ 30 (1968), 522-36; 524; 
Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 84; Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke I-IX, 736; Meier A Marginal 
Jew, 2:651; Howard, Disease and Healing, 85; Adna, "The Encounter of Jesus," 279-301; Aus, My Name is 
"legion, " 70-71. But see Twelftree, (Jesus the Exorcist, 72-87), who argues that "Gadarene" is original. 

87 So Adna, "The Encounter of Jesus," 294-8; Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2: 651. 
88 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke I-IX, 736-7; cf. Meier (A Marginal Jew, 2: 651 ), who 

notes that if Mark's 'Gerasenes' is original, it becomes much easier to explain why Luke and Matthew felt 
the need to change it to 'Gadarenes' and 'Gergasenes.' Theissen (The Gospels in Context, 109) observes 
that although Mark makes an error in locating Gerasa near the Sea of Galilee, the socio-political context of 
tensions between Jews and gentiles in the area fit. 
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and that this could be the original setting of the exorcism. 89 Aus bases this on several 

factors, the most interesting of which is a common tendency to change a ;, to a l in 

Galilean Aramaic. Thus, an original "Q".'li> (Kursi) could have been pronounced as ""N01l 

(Garse). As a result, Aus proposes that the original oral Semitic form of "the region of the 

Gerasenes" may have been ~:Nt;l".'l}l N!J".'l~~. which corresponds to "the region of "Q".'li>"· 

Aus' hypothesis would provide a resolution of the most important problem with regard to 

the location of the exorcism, which alleviates the need to remove the pigs and water. 

The problem with detaching the incident of the pigs from the rest of the story, 

however, is that it becomes difficult to know where to separate the two parts, since so 

many of the elements are linked. As Gregory Wiebe asserts, there is continuity in the 

story between the conversation between Jesus and the demoniac, the behavior of the 

demoniac and the behavior of the pigs. The story becomes unintelligible without all of the 

elements.90 Thus, he argues that the story should be seen as basically intact, since there is 

no good reason, other than the geography, for separating it, and if Aus is correct, this may 

not be a problem.91 

The other problem with assuming two separate accounts is that it raises the 

question of why the crowd asks Jesus to leave. This does not occur in any other exorcism 

story in the Gospels, and it is difficult to explain without the story of the drowning of the 

89 Aus, My Name is legion, 73-82. 
90 Gregory Wiebe, "The Demonic Phenomena in Mark's 'Legion': Evaluating Post-colonial 

Understandings of Demon Possession," in Exegesis in the Making: The Theoretical location and 
Contribution of Postco/onial New Testament Studies: A Reader (ed. Anna Runesson; Biblical Interpretation 
Series [Leiden: Brill, forthcoming], 19-21 ). I am grateful to Greg Wiebe and Anna Runesson for allowing 
me to read this article before publication. 

91 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 77-78; cf. Bultmann, History, 210, who argues that the story is 
intact in its present form. 
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pigs.92 If the transfer of the demons to the pigs and their running into the lake were part of 

the earliest oral version of the story, it could indicate that Jesus was understood by the 

community as an extremely powerful exorcist, and the request to leave would make some 

sense as a response of fear. One might also imagine that the loss of a herd of swine would 

not be viewed particularly well by the community, making anger another plausible reason 

for the request. 

It may be, as Meier argues, that the story reflects a historical event to which over a 

period of decades more elements were gradually added. If an exorcism did occur, he 

suggests that it originated at Gerasa.93 It is nearly impossible to resolve the question of 

whether the exorcism was originally linked with the lake and the herd of pigs. Thus, 

based on manuscript evidence and Markan priority, I assume for this study that either 

Gerasa or Kursi is the original location for the exorcism. 

Even if the pigs were not originally attached to the exorcism, we should not 

assume that they do not represent socio-historical evidence. If the pigs are secondary, 

their presence may still reflect historical and social realities that existed in the area during 

the first century in Palestine. For example, both Greek and Jewish texts reflect the belief 

that evil could be transferred from person to person or from persons to objects.94 In this 

case, then, entering the water could have been seen as evidence of a simple transference 

92 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 77-8; and Howard (Disease and Healing, 85), who see the pig 
episode as original. 

93 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2:653; cf. Craghan ("The Gerasene Demoniac," 524) who suggests that 
the story originated as an exorcism at the lake, which the early Christians altered to make into a story of 
universal salvation, and that Mark then made the possessed man into an apostle for the non-Jews living in 
the Decapolis. 

94 Plato, Resp. 398a; Pliny, Nat. 28.86; P.Oslo I :256-65; In the Test. Sol. 22 the wind demon 
Ephippas is trapped in a leather flask using the seal of Solomon. 
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of the spirits from one locale to another (i.e., from the man to the pigs, and then into the 

water), rather than destruction of the spirits. As Luke presents it the spirits prefer entering 

the pigs rather than the alternative, the abyss (8 :31),95 and his use of the singular "it 

drowned" suggests that he at least thought the herd had drowned rather than the 

demons.96 

It is also possible that spirits were thought to be afraid of water in the first-century 

Mediterranean context as is suggested by the large number of textual references to 

demons in desert locations (we will discuss this issue shortly), and that water may have 

been seen as dangerous for demons.97 lfthis interpretation is correct, the descent of the 

pigs into the lake might suggest either destruction of the spirits, or, at the very least, a 

disempowering of them. The transference and drowning may also function as a 

demonstration of the cure as it does in Josephus' account of the exorcism performed by 

Eleazar, in which the demon tips over a bowl of water to confirm its exit from the 

possessed man, or in Apollonius' exorcism of a boy in Athens, where the demon knocks 

95 Twelftree, "EI ~E ... Ern EKBAAAn," 382. 
96 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 74-5; Adna, "The Encounter of Jesus with the Gerasene 

Demoniac," 291-93, 300. There may also have been a connection in the ancient world between pigs/pork 
and the demonic since the PGM (IV. 3080-85) contains an adjuration to exorcists not to eat pork as a way 
ofmakin~ the demons subject to them. 

7 Warren Carter (Matthew and the Margins: A Socio-Political and Religious Reading [Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2000], 213) notes that the water may have been understood as a place to contain 
demons until the judgment rather than a place of destruction. See e.g., T. Sol. 5: 11; 11 :6. A large number of 
incantation bowls (72 in Jewish Aramaic, 33 in Mandaic, and 21 in Syriac) used to ward off evil spirits, 
reverse binding spells and protect houses have been found in Mesopotamia buried under comers of houses. 
It appears that some of these may have been filled with water and used as demon traps. See Gager, Curse 
Tablets and Binding Spells, 226-8; but see 0. Bocher, Christus Exorcista (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1972), 
20-32; and H. van der Loos, The Miracles of Jesus, (Leiden: Brill, 1965), 390 who argue that water was 
seen as the place where demons dwelt in the ancient world. 
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over a statue as he leaves.98 The alternatives suggested here would all have potentially 

made sense to a first-century audience. 

Socio-Political Analysis 

We move now to a discussion of the name by which the possessing spirit(s) refers 

to itself, "Legion". The term "legion" is of Latin origin, but became a Hebrew and 

Aramaic loanword in Palestine from at least the time of Pompey in 63 BCE, 99 
so it could 

have been in use in Galilee and the Decapolis in the early first century. A Syriac 

incantation bowl has also been discovered with an inscription stating that it protects 

"from all legions," indicating that the term "legion" could be used to describe a particular 

type of demon. 100 

The association of the "legion" of spirits with Roman soldiers is another disputed 

issue among scholars. As E. P. Sanders has pointed out, no Roman soldiers were stationed 

in Galilee in the 20s and 30s when Jesus was active, and Galilee was therefore not 

"occupied,"
101 

since the nearest troops were the four legions stationed in Syria. 102 

98 Josephus, Ant. 8.48; Philostratus, Life 4.20. Bonner ("The Technique of Exorcism," 49) sees the 
pigs drowning as evidence of the cure. Test. Sol. 11 also describes a lion-shaped demon who is thwarted by 
Emmanouel (presumably a reference to Jesus). The demon reports that Emmanouel has bound the demons 
and will torture them by driving them over a cliff into the water. However, since Test. Sol. was written after 
the first century and was influenced by the NT, this cannot be used as a source to reconstruct first-century 
thought. 

99 A Roman legion of troops comprised approximately 6,000 men. See Josephus, Ant. 14.66. 
100 See J. A. Montgomery, Aramaic Incantation Texts from Nippur (Philadelphia: University 

Museum, 1913) 37.6-7. The date of this bowl is uncertain, but Montgomery thinks the most likely date to be 
between the 500 and 600 CE. cf. Diodius Siculus 26.5; P. Oxy 1666.5ff. Cf. Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 
85. Test. Sol. 11 mentions a lion-shaped demon that has legions of demons under him. However, this may 
reflect later Christian interpolation. 

101 E. P. Sanders, "Jesus' Galilee," in Fair Play. Diversity and Conflicts in Early Christianity: 
Essays in honour of Heikki Raisanen (ed.Ismo Dunderborg, Christopher Tucket and Kari Syreeni; Koln: 
Brill, 2002), 3-41; c£ 

102 See Tacitus, Ann. 4.5; Josephus, War 2.40, 66; Ant. 17.286. See also Sanders, "Jesus' Galilee," 
3-41; Chancey, Greco-Roman Culture, 48-50. Up until 66 CE, the military presence in Judea was limited to 
three to six auxiliary units made up of local militia from Sebaste and Caesarea; after that the closest troops 
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However, this does not completely resolve the problem of the use of the word "legion" 

here. The story is set in the Decapolis, not in Galilee. And, while the 1 oth legion, Legio 

Decima Fretensis, which bore the standard of the boar, was indeed stationed in Syria 

from 6 CE on, it also protected the cities on the eastern shore of the Sea of Galilee. 103 

Beyond this, there were ongoing tensions between Jews and non-Jews living in the area 

during the early years of the first century. Josephus describes massacres and the burning 

and pillaging of villages by both Jews and non-Jews throughout the region, including 

Gerasa and Gadara, and ifthe Roman army was protecting the non-Jewish population we 

. . h . f J l" . h '04 can imagme t e sentiments o ews ivmg t ere. 

These kinds of tensions between the gentile inhabitants of the Decapolis and the Jews 
furnish the perspective for Mk 5:lff.: a Jewish exorcist comes into the neighbouring 
district. There he meets a possessed man ruled by a legion of unclean spirits and living 
in unclean places: in the tombs. Probably he represents the Gentiles as such, since the 
unclean spirits enter the swine, which Jews regarded as disgusting. A herd of swine was 
unimaginable except in a gentile region. At the same time, the religious contrast 
between Jews and Gentiles symbolizes the political aspect of the conflict: the demon 
reveals itself as "legion." It represents a whole army. Its most urgent petition is to be 
allowed to remain in the land-exactly what the Roman occupying force wanted. It is 
driven into the sea, perhaps because that was supposed to be the entrance to the 

were the four legions in Syria that were called on ifthere were problems. Cf. Zev Safrai, "The Roman 
Army in the Galilee," in The Galilee in Late Antiquity (ed. Lee I. Levine; Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1992), 104-114. However, we don't know how many Romans or other non-Jews lived in Galilee in 
the 20s and 30s. Nicolaus of Damascas ( FGH 2A, 90F 136[8]), a historian, writer and philosopher, and a 
member of Herod's court, estimates the number of Hellenes in Herod's court to have been 10,000 in 4 BCE, 
at the time of Herod's death, and he states that this was one of the reasons for the Jewish revolt. This 
suggests, although does not prove, that there were probably large numbers of Greeks in Antipas' court as 
well. M. Stem, ("The Reign of Herod and the Herodian Dynasty," I: 256) posits that although some of 
those with Greek names may have been Jewish, there were "many" Greeks at Herod's court. 

103 See Josephus, Ant. 14.74-76; 20.2; War 2.39-41; cf. Strabo Geog. 1.2.46. See Theissen, The 
Gospels in Context, 110 for discussion of the historical evidence on this question. 

104 According to Josephus (War 1.155-56; Ant. 14. 74-6), when Pompey established Roman control 
in the area and 'liberated' the Hellenistic cities east of the Jordan from Jewish rule in 63 BCE, thousands of 
people were massacred. The ten cities, among which were Gadara and Gerasa, then became known as the 
Decapolis, the Greek term for 'ten cities'. Tensions and violent clashes occurred between the Jewish and 
Gentile inhabitants of both Syria and the Decapolis during the first century and continued until the outbreak 
of the Jewish War (see, e.g., Josephus, Ant. 20.2; War 2.458-59; 4.486-89; Life 341-43). In addition, the 
Decapolis encompassed an area that the Jews had traditionally viewed as belonging to them. See discussion 
of the ideal Israel in Luz, Matthew, 1 :4:25; Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, n. 140, p. 96. 
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underworld, but certainly also because the desire to chase a whole legion into the sea 
could be expressed in this guise. 105 

In fact, Theodore Reinach argued early in the 20th century that the redactor of Mark 

must have had a particular reason for using this term beyond the multitude of spirits 

involved, and that an affinity between the demon legion and the herd of swine is assumed 

in the story. 106 Archaeological evidence indicates that the sign of the boar, the emblem of 

the 1 oth legion (Fretensis ), was engraved on bricks and helmets and made into statues in the 

shape of a boar, 107 which from a Jewish perspective was offensive. 108 The vocabulary used 

in the story also exhibits military characteristics. Richard Horsley argues, for example, that 

the term "herd" (ay€.A1'1, v. 11) is typically associated with a troop of military recruits 

rather than with pigs, that "dismissed" (brETpbpEv, v. 13) is often used as a military 

command, and that "charged" (wpµTlaEv, v. 13) is suggestive of troops rushing into 

battle. 109 If there is a connection between the possessing legion and the Roman army, it 

could explain why Matthew, who wrote after the Jewish War, during a period when the 

situation would have been tenuous for Jews, including Christ-believing Jews, has omitted 

the term entirely. 110 

With some of the historical and textual issues around the name "Legion" clarified, 

the possibility that the term reflected actual political tensions resulting from Roman 

105 Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 110. 
106 Theodore Reinach, "Mon nom est Legion," REJ 47 (1903): 172-8. 
107 See Reinach, "Mon nom est Legion," 172-8; cf. Gerd Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 11 O; Aus, 

My Name is Legion, 18. 
108 Both the pig and the boar were considered unclean (~7.J'O) animals in the Jewish tradition (Lev 

11:7-8; Deut 14:8) and could also stand for a destructive force (Ps 80:14 [Eng. 13]). The Mishnah (m. Hull 
9:2) states that the skin of both domestic and wild pigs was unclean, and the Tosefta (t. Hull. 8: 16) states that 
there were no legions in which there were not human scalps. 

109 Horsley, Hearing the Whole Story, 141. 
110 So Luz, Matthew: A Commentary, 2: 24. 
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presence in the region of the Decapolis is increased. There is at least no clear historical 

evidence that would disqualify a link between the presence in the area of troops and demon 

possession. 111 Whether the pig incident is original to the exorcism story or a later addition 

coming from the period of the Jewish Revolt, the presence of Roman troops is not a 

problem historically. 112 As Warren Carter says, the "destruction of the pigs is not only an 

economic loss, but suggests a coded depiction of Rome's demise." 113 Similarly, Crossan 

argues that even if the story does not represent Jes us' lifetime-and he does not think it 

does-it does "characterize Roman imperialism as demonic possession," and he notes the 

tendency of Roman imperial rule to produce both a divided self and a divided nature of the 

people. 114 Richard Horsley argues much the same, noting that the possession of the 

Gerasene Demoniac was part of a larger community response to the presence of the Roman 

military: 

On the one hand, convinced that their oppression was part of a larger world-historical 
struggle and that God was ultimately in control, it enabled them to avoid suicidal 
rebellion against the Romans and to persist in their traditional way of life. On the other 
hand, it diverted attention from the concrete political-economic realities of Roman 
imperial rule and channeled resistance into a battle against the "unclean spirits" that 
were taken as responsible for their worst troubles-a diversionary solution that proved 
very "functional" for the imperial order. 115 

Warren Carter has observed, in addition, that the pigs end up in the same place as 

Pharaoh's armies (Exod 14:23-15:5),116 which, ifthe symbolism was recognized, would 

further support a political interpretation of the drowning pigs with the legion of spirits. 

111 Wiebe, "The Demonic Phenomena in Mark's 'Legion,"'14. 
112 Josephus, War 3.233, 289, 458, 485. 
113 Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 213. 
114 J. D. Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 90-1. 
115 Horsley, Hearing the Whole Story, 145-6. 
116 Carter, Matthew and the Margins, 213. 
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Anthropological Analysis 

In a context of political oppression, one of the roles of spirit possession may be to 

comment on the ambiguous nature of the relationship between those living under foreign 

rule and their rulers in a way that an individual would not be able to do in his or her own 

voice. This ambiguity is especially evident where those who are occupied must work for 

their occupiers and must therefore live out a moral dilemma, 117 in which case the spirits 

themselves often display a clear sense of maintaining boundaries between religions or 

ethnic groups, stressing the dangers of becoming involved with foreigners, especially 

those who oppress or occupy their host's nation. 118 

In this context possession functions as an "idiom of distress"119 which alerts the 

community to problems and allows for negotiation between the spirit and powers and 

structures within the society, including tradition, patriarchy and imperial rule. For 

example, Mary Keller argues that for women from traditional village systems in Malaysia 

who have experienced spirit possession on the factory floors of multinational companies, 

possession can be understood as a form of negotiation between the spirits (who represent 

117 Rothenberg (Spirits of Palestine, 20-24, 33 57-61, 90-91, 94-6, 101) argues that in 
contemporary Israel, this is evident in the relationship between Palestinian workers and their Israeli 
employers where Palestinian men are often employed by Israeli companies, sometimes in constructing 
settlements for them, and so are living out a moral dilemma. On the one hand, they must work to support 
their families. On the other hand, in doing so they are at the same time supporting the very system that 
oppresses them. As a result, stories of spirit possession reported by Palestinian men often comment on the 
dangers experienced in their everyday contacts with foreigners, and Israelis in particular. One way this is 
expressed is the possession of Palestinian male prisoners by Jewish j innia (female jinn). Cf. Levy, Mageo 
and Howard, "Gods, Spirits, and History," 16; Boddy, "Spirit Possession Revisited," 414-16, 419; 
Bourguignon, Possession, 54. 

118 Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 47-48; 90-2; 113-14; Lewis, Ecstatic Religion, 27, 30, 78, 91, 
98, 104; Boddy, "Spirit Possession Revisited," 407, 417. 

119 An idiom of distress is a symbol or expression of pain. See, e.g., Bourguignon, "Suffering and 
Healing," 557; Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 44-6, 70; Kessler, "Conflict and Sovereignty, 302-6; 
Bourguignon, Possession, 62; Lambek, "From Disease to Discourse," 45. 
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a more traditional form of life) and the forces of capitalism (represented by the presence 

of the multinational companies). 120 

At times this negotiation may bring about changes on either an individual or 

societal level. At other times, it may simply express resistance or open up discussion 

about difficult issues. 121 Thus, spirit possession draws on shared beliefs within the 

community in order to comment on situations of great importance to it which would be 

difficult to articulate under other circumstances. 122 

Assuming Jews would have associated oppressive Roman rule enforced by troops 

bearing the symbol of the boar with pigs which were viewed as unclean, the element of 

the pigs drowning in the sea would then represent the desire by the locals to see the 

Roman legions destroyed, whether or not a herd of pigs was actually destroyed 

historically. Jews then, would presumably have viewed the destruction of the pigs in the 

story positively. However, for those who kept the pigs, this act would have been viewed 

very differently, at the very least from an economic perspective. Finally, as we have 

already indicated, from a sociological and anthropological perspective, possession by 

large numbers of spirits in the ancient world was often thought to indicate the severity of 

the condition. 123 Possession by the "Legion" may then have been intended to alert the 

hearer/reader that the man's case was especially difficult, and Jesus' cure was therefore 

all the more impressive. 

12° Keller, The Hammer and the Flute, 106, 119-20. 
121 See note 15, this chapter. 
122 As Bourguignon, (Possession, I 0) stresses, "Possession, as we have insisted, is a belief, a 

cultural belief, a shared and not idiosyncratic [my italics] belief. Insofar as the behaviour involves acting 
out a personality which is believed in, concerning which there are shared expectations, and to that extent 
surely 'possession states' cannot exist in societies where such beliefs are absent." 

123 See Luke 8:2; Q 11 :24-26. 
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It is possible, of course, that Mark's use of the "Legion" does not refer to the 

Roman army at all, and is simply intended to describe the large number of demons. Since 

the term also had this meaning in some other texts, we cannot exclude this possibility. 124 

However, as Wiebe argues, the demons, the possession and the exorcism only make sense 

within an entire belief system that includes the possibility of possession and also takes 

into account the political realities of the time. 125 

If the story is read within the context of Roman imperial rule, recognizing that for 

first-century Jews the political situation was seen to be partly determined by evil forces at 

the cosmological level, and that these two realities were deeply interconnected, then 

Twelftree's interpretive alternatives-either Jesus was in conflict with Satan or with the 

Romans-become untenable. 126 In fact the two aspects of the story, the spiritual and 

political must be kept in tension for a full understanding of both the possession and the 

exorcism. As we demonstrated in chapter 2, in the religious and cultural context of the 

time, political reality was often seen to reflect spiritual reality. What we have shown here 

is that the possibility of a political connection cannot be ruled out on the basis that Roman 

soldiers were not in the area. 

124 The term "legion" was at times used interchangeably with "myriad" or "thousand" to indicate 
large numbers of something. See, e.g., Ps. 91 :7; Plautus, Cas. 50; Pliny, Nat. 33.26; Matt (26:53) refers to a 
"legion of angels". Interestingly however, although Aus (My Name is legion, 13-15) argues for this 
interpretation of legion, many of his examples come from very late rabbinic texts. For example, Midrash 
Tehillin (750-800 CE), which comments on Psalm 17:8 uses legions (nm'l?) in connection with a king 
going forth on a journey, and Genesis Rabbah 20/6 on Gen 3: 16, also very late ( 425-450 CE), uses the term 
in relation to a large number of olives (,,'r?). While interesting, these texts are too late to be of much use 
for reconstructing first-century usage. 

125 Wiebe, "The Demonic Phenomena in Mark's 'Legion,"' 6. 
126 Twelftree, Jn the Name of Jesus, I 09- l l 0. 
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Textual Analysis 

Let us now look more closely at the textual issues involved in the story. While 

Luke retains the core of Mark's version with some additions, Matthew has abbreviated it 

considerably (by more than 50 percent), and has made numerous changes as well. The 

most obvious are his doubling of Mark's one demoniac to two and his removal of all 

references to "legion." His omissions and abridgments of other exorcisms in the Markan 

tradition suggest that he was uncomfortable with, and, as a result, avoided as much as 

possible the use of this material. 127 He has omitted entirely the exorcism in the 

Capemaum synagogue, and has abridged considerably both this story and that of the boy 

with the spirit (Mark 9: 14-27). Since Matthew has clearly shortened the text for his own 

narrative-strategical reasons, and has retained very little of the account as found in Mark, 

we will focus much of our attention on Mark and Luke, where several differences are 

evident. 

The man with an "unclean spirit" (v. 2), 128 has been living among the graves or 

tombs129 and exhibits extra-human strength. As such, a first-century Palestinian audience 

127 So Luz, Matthew: A Commentary, 2:24-5. However, it must be acknowledged that Matthew 
also abbreviates other stories down to their essentials, and has shortened the story immediately following 
this one as well (see, e.g., Mark 6:21-43 and Matt 9: 18-26. Interestingly, however, this story is also a 
healing, although of a very different type. 

128 Luke has changed this to "a man who had demons" (v. 27). Mark initially uses "unclean spirit," 
but later in the narrative he refers to "the demoniac" (v. 15) and to "the one who had been possessed" (v. 
18), Luke is consistent in using "demon"/ "demoniac" throughout. 

129 Aus (My Name is Legion, 22-4) notes that in Palestine, these tombs consisted either of natural 
caves or those made by hewing out large stones, and that this description of the man's dwelling alludes to 
Samson's time spent living in a cave (Jdg 15:8b). For Aus, the story draws on several other Samsonite 
motifs, including uncleanness, phenomenal strength, shouting loudly and running to meet (Jdg 15: 14), 
swearing not to torment or injure someone, the request for a name, the name Legion, Swine and 
Swineherds, panicking and rushing down a slope and survival of only one who proclaims the miracle. 
While it is possible that these themes inform the story, the connection is somewhat tenuous. 
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would have likely recognized him as either mad or demon possessed or both. 130 The idea 

that tombs were associated with a state of ritual uncleanness is found both in the Hebrew 

Bible and in first-century Palestinian Judaism, and is evident from other statements in the 

gospels. 131 Thus the combination of his possession by an unclean spirit and his abode in 

the cave tombs means that he cannot be civilized. The geographic location of the 

exorcism on the eastern side of the lake in the Decapolis, also suggests marginality in 

relation to Jewish society, since the Decapolis was made up of a mixture of Jewish and 

non-Jewish settlements, and ethnic tensions were present. 132 Beyond this, the Decapolis 

was geographically, religiously and culturally marginal from the perspective of the centre 

of Judaism, Jerusalem. 

Numerous anthropological studies of spirit possession have observed a correlation 

between marginal ethnic, religious, or gender status and spirit possession. 133 It is 

important to stress that this marginality precedes the possession itself and appears to be 

related to the fact that those on the margins of society are in a better position to comment 

on, question, challenge, or otherwise engage with the issues of the dominant culture than 

those more centrally situated. Spirit possession can offer an alternative voice to these 

people, allowing them to express dissent or critique, while still maintaining their position 

within the society. 

130 Aus (My Name is 'Legion', 3-4) argues that the traits described in vv. 2-5 fit exactly those 
describing a madman (:imw) in the Mishnah (ca. 200 CE-m. Ter. 1 :1) and Tosefta (230-300CE-t. Ter. 
1 :3) [He who goes out alone at night, and who lodges/stays over night in a cemetery, tearing his clothing, 
and who destroys what people give him.], and that those who saw the man, as well as readers and hearers of 
the story, would have immediately recognized him as a madman (:i~illl). 

131 Num 19: 11, 14, 16; Ezek 39; 11-15; 11 Q Temple 48.11-13; 49.5-21; 40.3-8; Matt 23:27. 
132 See note 103. 
133 Kessler, "Conflict and Sovereignty," 295-331; Robert Levy, Jeanette Mageo and Alan Howard, 

"Gods, Spirits and History," in Spirits in Culture, History and Mind (ed. Jeanette M. Mageo and Alan 
Howard; New York: Routledge, 1996), 11-27; Lewis, Ecstatic Religion, 27, 30, 78, 91, 98, 104. 
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In the voice of her possessing spirit the possessed person has power to reveal socially 
suppressed material, and is a source of gnosis-revealed knowledge immediately 
recognizable to everyone as being intuitively true, but coming from beyond the overtly 
tolerable, discussible, and often thinkable knowledge of family or culture. Possession 
therefore, is a means by which new, and usually unwelcome, information threatens to 
enter cultural systems. Spirits in general are associated with hidden meanings because 
they represent suppressed modes of knowing. 134 

The spirit often possesses a gender, religion, profession and caste which mirror 

those of its human host. 135 As Lewis notes, spirits afflicting peripheral persons are 

typically peripheral in two ways: 1) they do not play a role in maintaining dominant 

social values, and 2) they are believed to originate outside the societies of those they 

possess. 136 In modem Israel, among Palestinian Muslims living under Israeli occupation, 

for instance, if the religion of the jinn (the Arabic term for spirit) is Christian or Jewish, 

the Sheikh (Muslim holy man) may try to force it to convert to Islam during treatment. 137 

Many villagers believe each jinn has a religion, most commonly Judaism, Christianity, 
Islam, and idol-worship (or fire worship). The Jewish and idolatrous jinn are generally 
believed to be the worst kind of jinn, while the religious Muslim jinn are the least 
troublesome for human beings. 138 

Given the centuries of conflict between Jews and Muslims, but especially in the context 

of the current occupation of Palestinian lands by Jews, it is not surprising that the Jewish 

jinn are seen as the most dangerous. In the first-century Jewish Galilean context, we have 

already seen that Jesus was likely accused of possession by a foreign deity. 

134 Levy, Mageo and Howard, "Gods, Spirits and History," 18-19. 
135 In the case of gender, the spirit typically will be of the opposite gender to that of their host; see, 

e.g., T. K. Oesterreich, Possession: Demoniacal & Other Among Primitive Races, in Antiquity, the Middle 
Ages, and Modern Times (New York: University Books, 1966), 20; Lewis, Ecstatic Religion, 52-5; 
Bourguignon, Possession, 40; Crapanzano, "Introduction," 14; Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 47-8, 104. 
Morton, "Dawit," 193-5; Zemplini, "From Symptom to Sacrifice," 93. 

136 Lewis, Ecstatic Religion, 27. 
137 Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 35, 38-39, 46. 
138 Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 36. 
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Coming back to our text, Luke's statement that the demon often drove 

Cri>.auvno)139 the man into the desert (di; Tel<; £p~µoui;), v. 8:29 coheres with other 

evidence in the synoptic tradition. Both Q and Mark place Jesus' encounter with Satan in 

the desert or wilderness, and as we saw in the discussion of Jesus' trials, the theme of 

meeting evil in the wilderness was common in Jewish tradition. 140 In addition, as we saw 

in chapter 4, the saying about the return of the unclean spirit (Q 11 :24-26) describes the 

spirit wandering through waterless regions (avuopwv Tonwv) before returning to its host. 

Philostratus also refers to demons driving people into desert places, providing further 

attestation that demons were associated with the wilderness in the ancient Mediterranean 

world, and that they were viewed as marginal entities. 141 

Another difference between Mark and Luke is in the man's initial response to 

Jesus. While both writers indicate that he cried out, Mark uses a term to describe his 

falling down in front of Jesus (npocrEKUVTJO'Ev) which may imply worship, whereas 

Luke's account has him simply fall down in front of Jesus (npocrETTEO'EV). 142 In this case, 

it may be that Luke's version preserves an earlier and more authentic tradition since 

Mark's theological language implies a higher Christology. Alternatively, the worship 

terminology may reflect Mark's broader concerns related to the messianic secret. If so, it 

139 This is the same verb used by Lucian (Phi/ops. 16) to describe the Syrian exorcist. According to 
Danker (A Greek-English Lexicon ), i:A.auvro suggests a slightly less aggressive form of driving; i.e. 'to 
urge' or 'propel' than EK~W...A.ro, which implies the idea of force, and so, in this case, of expelling or driving 
out by force. 

140 See pp. 161-3. 
141 Philostratus, Life. 4.8; cf. Test. Sol. 4:4-6; 22. See discussion p. 263. 
142 See other cases where those seeking help from Jesus are said to fall down: Mark 3: 11 is a 

general statement about the behaviour of the unclean spirits; in 5:33, the woman with the flow of blood falls 
down and touches the hem of Jesus garment, and in 7:25, the Syro-Phoenician woman falls down at Jesus' 
feet and begs him to heal her daughter. In this case, (i.e. the Gerasene Demoniac) the idea of worship was 
probably introduced by either Mark or his predecessors (Twelftree, "EI ~E ... Ern EKBAAAn," 371). 
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would have been important for him to stress the demons' recognition of Jesus' status, and 

one way to do that is to have the man assume a posture of worship. Luke then altered 

Mark's version to tone down the language. Since he has done this in other places in the 

story, this is certainly plausible. 

The most likely solution however, is that the second and third options both play a 

role. That is, Mark played up the worship aspect by changing what was initially a simple 

overpowering for his own purposes, and Luke, perhaps recognizing this, modified the 

vocabulary either to bring it more into line with demonic behaviour, or to make it more 

acceptable to his readers, or both. Either way, the falling down by the demons is 

significant, and probably suggests that it was understood to be overcome by Jesus' power. 

Since this behavior also occurs in Mark's general summaries of Jesus' healings and 

exorcisms (3:7-12), in the synagogue exorcism (1 :22), and in the exorcism of the boy 

with a spirit (9:20) it seems likely that Jesus was understood by Mark to have power 

which was thought to "knock a demon off its feet" so to speak. 

Since there are no cases that I am aware of in ancient literature where a demon 

worships the exorcist, it is likely that Mark has added the element of worship. In contrast, 

we do have evidence of demons being overpowered in some way by exorcists, and of 

exorcists being overpowered by demons. For example, after the exorcist Eleazar draws 

the demon out through the nose of the possessed man, the man falls down (Josephus, Ant. 

8.45-47). In one of the exorcisms attributed to Apollonius, his look alone causes the 

demon to scream as one who is being tortured (Life, 4.20). We also see this process 
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reversed in Acts 19:16, where the evil spirit overpowers (KaTaKuptE1.foac;;) the sons of 

Sceva when they attempt to exorcise it. 

In terms of the crying out of the demoniac (avaKpa~w, v. 7), as we saw in our 

discussion of the crying out of the man in the synagogue, there is no particular reason to 

suggest that either the word or the general portrayal of demons being filled with fear or 

consternation is a creation of Mark since both the verb and the behavior are known 

outside the Christian tradition. 143 In fact, Mark's more graphic portrayal of the demoniac 

suggests authenticity, since this behavior would have created more problems for the early 

church than more subdued actions. As Twelftree notes, the fact that Matthew does not 

remove this element even though he has abbreviated much of the dialogue also suggests 

the historicity of the demon's response. 144 

We have already seen the use of plural and singular language used by the demon 

within the same conversation in the synagogue exorcism (1 :24). Here too, when speaking 

with Jesus, the spirit first uses the singular in the defensive statement, but when asked its 

name, it answers in the plural, "Legion, for we are many."145 Luke, probably recognizing 

the confusion this created, has changed his initial description to the plural "demons" (v. 

27) to make it fit with the plural "legion." Thus, the spirit's address to Jesus, Tl f:µol Kal 

cro1; ("What do you have against me?") seems to function as a defence mechanism as 

does Tl ~µ1v Kat cro{ in 1 :24, but is probably not dependent on it, since the plural 

143 See discussion p. 245. 
144 So Twelftree, "EI ~E ... Ef.Q EKBAAA.Q," 371-2; Matthew has not altered this aspect in the 

account of the boy with the spirit either (see Mark 9.20//Matt I 7. I 7-18). 
145 Luke has altered this to a second person descriptive, "for many demons had entered him" (v. 

30). 
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pronoun ~µ1v is used by the demoniac in the synagogue, whereas the singular E:µol is 

used by the Gerasene demoniac. 146 Since the Gerasene man is clearly possessed by 

multiple demons, it would be unusual for Mark to insert the singular E:µoL 

The appearance of plural and singular identities in both encounters suggests that 

this was a known feature of spirit possession for the first-century Mediterranean audience. 

Matthew's transformation of the one demoniac into two may be his way of dealing with 

the confusion, but also likely reflects his preference for twos. 147 

The second part of the address, 'ITJOOO uif: TOO erno TOU u\jl(OTOU ("Jesus, son 

of the Most High God") will be examined in two parts. We have already noted in the 

synagogue exorcism that the name' I TJOouc; probably had no broader theological 

significance in the early church except as a powerful name for removing demons. The 

title "Son of God," is used in various ways in the canonical and non-canonical literature, 

so it is difficult to be certain how it is being used here. In the Hebrew Bible the people of 

Israel are at times referred to as God's children or sons (i.e., Exod 4:22-3). The 

designation son(s) is also used to refer to members of a prophetic guild (i.e., "sons of the 

prophet") 148 

146 Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 81. 
147 Matthew has also transformed Mark's blind Bartimaeus into two blind men (Matt 9:27) and has 

created two healing stories out of Q's single healing of the mute-demoniac (Matt 9:32-34; 12.22-23a) 
In both the story of the two blind men and the Gerasene Demoniac, Robert H. Gundry (Matthew: A 
Commentary on his Handbook for a Mixed Church Under Persecution [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994], 
157-8) argues that Matthew has created the doubles as a way of compensating for omitting similar material 
elsewhere. This would mean that Matthew made Mark's one demoniac two to compensate for omitting the 
exorcism in the synagogue. Gundry adds that Matthew may also want to give more credibility to stories by 
having more than one witness. 

148 
See 1 Sam 9:9; 1 Kgs 20.35; 2 Kgs 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4.1, 38; 5.22; 5.1; 9.1; Amos 7.14. 

277 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

In the Hebrew Bible, the phrase "Son of God" was sometimes used as a title for a 

king (2 Sam 7:12-14) or, as in Job 1-2 and Daniel 3:25, to designate members of the 

heavenly court. In Wisdom of Solomon being a "child of God" reflects a relationship of 

intimacy. 149 This is also its meaning in the rabbinic writings. 1so Significantly, Hanina ben 

Dosa is described in the rabbinic tradition as having a special filial relationship to God 

which is even recognized by the demons. 1s1 In both Ben Sira and the Wisdom of 

Solomon, sonship is associated with ethical behavior, especially toward the vulnerable in 

society. 1 s2 

While Martin Hengel argues correctly that the Hebrew/Aramaic term "Son of 

God" (C"il;N 1:::1/lJ) need not by itself convey messianic identity, 153 Adela Yarbro 

Collins and John Collins have observed that the evidence in the gospels suggests that 

Jesus was identified as a divine messiah, and that "Son of God" and "Messiah" were 

viewed as equivalent. IS4 However, because "Son" is linked in this case with "Most High 

God" other interpretive possibilities present themselves. 

149 "Be like a father to orphans, and instead of a husband to their mother, then God will call you his 
son, will have mercy on you and save you from the grave" (Sir 4: 1 O); Wis 2: 13, 16-18. See also Prov 8:30-
31. 

150 The rabbis often used the language of sonship in relating stories of the sages and their 
connection with God. See for example, m. Ber. 5: I; m. Ta 'an 3:8; b. Ber. I 7b; b. Hui. 86a; b. Ta 'an. 23b, 
24b; b. Hag. I 5b. Although the Babylonian Talmud was written several centuries after the Gospels, these 
passages demonstrate that the language of sonship was not unique to Jesus within the Jewish tradition. Cf. 
Vermes, Jesus the Jew, 205-1 O; Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 149-50; 

151 b. Ta 'an 24b; cf. b. Ber. 17b; b. Hull 86a. Although these texts are very late, they may reflect 
historical tradition deriving from the first-century when Hanina lived. 

152 Wis 2: 13, 16-18; cf. "Be like a father to orphans, and instead of a husband to their mother, then 
God will call you his son, will have mercy on you and save you from the grave." (Sir 4: 10). 

153 Martin Hengel, Son of God: The Origins of Christology and the History of Jewish-Hellenistic 
Religion (London: SCM, 1976). 

154 Collins and Collins, King and Messiah as Son of God, 129-32. See for example, during the 
interrogation of Jesus by the high priest in Mark 14:53-65 where Jesus is asked whether he is "the messiah, 
the son of the Blessed?" (v. 62). cf. Smith, Jesus the Magician, 99-101 and Collins and Collins, Son of God, 
129-32, who argue that the term can imply divine status rather than simply "belonging to a god." 
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The title "Most High God," it is found in the Prayer ofNabonidus, and in Ben 

Sira, 155 and a form of it also occurs in the PGM 156 It also occurs in Luke 1:36 in the 

description of Mary's impregnation by God: "The power of the Most High will 

overshadow you." In Acts 16:17 the phrase occurs on the lips of the servant girl who 

describes Paul as a "servant of the Most High God." Here too the title seems to designate 

a special relationship with God that endows Paul with power over spirits. 157 It may also 

be part of the possessing spirit's attempt to defend itself against Paul by identifying him. 

Other than the case in Acts, this occurrence in Mark 5:7 and its parallel in Luke 

8:28, are the only examples of the phrase in the New Testament. Aus contends that 

Mark's use of the phrase here is meant to recall Psalm 91, which is linked in the Jewish 

tradition with both madness and demon possession. 158 According to Irina Levinskaya, the 

epigraphic evidence points to a predominantly Jewish rather than gentile origin for the 

title, and she argues that its use by non-Jews was limited to Judaizing Gentiles (God-

fearers ), 159 which may suggest that Mark's possessed man was either being portrayed as a 

Jew or a proselyte. 

Our brief discussion of this issue has not brought complete clarity on the question 

of whether the identification of Jesus by the unclean spirit implies recognition of 

messianic status or whether Mark's own messianic theology is reflected in the words. 

155 Sir 24:2, 3, 23. 
156 4Q242.2, 3, 5; PGMV.46. 
157 While this ascription has often been assumed to be non-Jewish, Irina Levinskaya, (The Book of 

Acts in its Diaspora Setting, vol. 5 of The Book of Acts in its First-Century Setting [Grand Rapids, Ml.: 
Eerdmans, 1996], 98-100) argues that this is unlikely because of its predominantly Jewish associations in 
both textual and epigraphic references. See discussion below. 

158 Aus, My Name is legion, 9-10. 
159 Levinskaya (The Book of Acts in its Diaspora Setting, 83-103) argues that the evidence for 

Jewish use of the term is overwhelming and includes epigraphic inscriptions as well as over one hundred 
and ten occurrences in the Septuagint. 
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Although being "the son of the Most High" need not necessarily imply messianic status, it 

does indicate a strong connection with the divine, and probably also power over spirits. In 

any case, since the title is uncommon in the NT tradition, and there is no reason for the 

early Church to have added it, its occurrence in Mark is likely part of the earliest strand of 

Jesus tradition. 160 

The plea for leniency by the demon: opK{~w 161 
OE TOY 0EOV, µt1 µE ~aoav{ouc; 

("I adjure you by God, do not torment me"), and particularly the term opK{~w OE ("I 

adjure you") in v. 7, has parallels in both Jewish and Greco-Roman texts. It occurs in I 

Enoch 12-14, where the demon Azazel asks Enoch to plead the case of the demons before 

God, and in Jubilees 10:4-5 where Mastema asks that not all of the demons be bound. A 

similar phrase is attributed to the high priest in Matthew 26:63: H;opK{~w OE KaTa TOO 

0rn0 TOO c;wvToc; ("I bind you by the living God"), when he asks Jesus to tell him 

whether or not he is the son of God. The phrase, "I adjure you by God," also occurs 

several times in incantations in the PGM where it is used to call upon the "God of the 

Hebrews" to bind or immobilize a demon. 162 

This formula then was known and used in the ancient world to ward off attack by 

spiritual entities. However, typically it is the exorcist not the spirit who utters the words 

as we have seen in chapter 2, and is evident from two excerpts in the PGM ("I adjure you 

160 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 81-2. Cf. Aus (My Name is Legion, 9-10) who thinks that the 
demon's use of the address "son of the Most High God" derives from the same term in Psalm 91:1, 9 (9-
10). 

161 According to Danker (ed). (Greek-English Lexicon), the term 'opKi~co means "to give a command to 
someone under oath, adjure, or implore." 

162 PGM IV. 3019-3085. 
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by the God of the Hebrews ... " 163 and "I adjure you by God, the light bringer"164
). We 

have no evidence that Jesus ever used the "I adjure you" formula, although in several 

reports he is said to rebuke (bn nµaw) the demon. However, the demons he encounters 

often use some form of defensive formula against Jesus. We now have two examples of 

this in Mark's presentation of Jesus' exorcisms (Mark 1:24 and 5:7) where the roles of 

exorcist (Jesus) and demon are reversed and the defensive and binding formulas appear 

on the lips of the demon. 

Whether this kind of behavior was known in the ancient world (i.e., where 

possessing spirits attempted to disarm their exorcists by reversing the normal roles) is not 

certain, although I have not come across it anywhere else. However, the fact that Matthew 

(8:29) omits the statement entirely and Luke (8:28) softens it to otoµat 165 aou ("I beg of 

you"), suggests they may have been uncomfortable with the idea that the demon was 

trying to bind Jesus, which fits the criterion of embarrassment. That is, the stories 

incorporated by Mark reflected an authentic, but somewhat embarrassing, aspect of the 

tradition about Jesus. Recognizing this, Matthew and Luke have retained the core of the 

tradition, that Jesus was known as a powerful exorcist, but attempted to soften the edges 

by downplaying the more violent and disturbing aspects of it. 166 

163 PGMIV. 3020-3085. 
164 PGMIV. 3046. 
165 In this passage, Danker (A Greek-English Lexicon) gives ofoµm more the sense of asking 

politely; i.e. "please allow me," or"! beg of you". 
166 Fitzmyer, (The Gospel According to Luke I-IX, 738) suggests that perhaps Luke thought it inappropriate for 

a demon to "adjure" someone "by God"; cf.Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 82. 
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Matthew's addition of "before the time?" to the last part of the statement, "Do not 

torment me,"(µij µE f3acrav{crtJ<;) 167 is very likely an expression of his desire to make the 

defeat of this group of demons have broader theological significance for Jesus' ministry 

by suggesting that he would ultimately defeat all demonic powers. Without the change 

made by Matthew, there is no reason for this interpretation which is completely absent 

from both Mark and Luke. The lack of an eschatological focus in the earliest form of the 

exorcism and Luke's failure to add it, suggests that Mark's statement reflects an early 

tradition. 

In addition, the description of the attempt by the demon(s) to ward Jesus off 

indicates that Mark wants to depict recognition on the part of the spirits that they had 

been overpowered by a more powerful spiritual opponent, and responded appropriately by 

asking for leniency. This interpretation of the interchange between Jesus and the 

"Legion" may be confirmed by another textual issue. The fact that v. 8 ("For he had said 

to him, 'Come out unclean spirit from the man!"'), appears after v. 7 ("What do you have 

against me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God? I adjure you by God, do not torment me") 

could reflect an attempt to show overlapping dialogue; i.e. that Jesus had earlier ordered 

the demons out, and they had simultaneously attempted to ward him off. Following this 

first attempt, Jesus tried another tactic, asking the demon's name (v. 9). 168 As we have 

already seen, in the ancient world knowing a demon's name was thought to help one to 

gain control over it. 169 

167 In this context, Danker (A Greek-English lexicon) assigns to the meaning of ~acravil;<.o the particular sern 
of physical torment or distress. 

168 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 83-4; Howard, Disease and Healing, 87. 
169 On the importance and special power ofnames see Jdg 13:6; L.A.B. 42: JO; T. Sol. 2: I; 3:6; 4:3-
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If this assessment is correct, it would mean that Jesus was not always immediately 

successful in removing demons, which, based on the criterion of embarrassment, provides 

further evidence of authenticity. The early church would not likely have invented a story 

where Jesus has difficulty subduing a demon(s). Matthew's complete omission of Jesus' 

words ("Come out from the man you unclean spirit") also makes this likely, since it 

indicates that he was uncomfortable both with the demon's attempts to ward off Jesus and 

with the implied failure of Jesus to remove the spirit on his first attempt. 170 

The combination of Luke's statement that the demon often drove the man out into 

the wilderness and the demon's request in Mark not to be sent "out of the region" (E'l;w 

Tij<; xwpac;) may reveal another significant aspect of the way spirit possession was 

understood in the first-century Palestinian context. They suggest a preference for a 

particular area, perhaps a deserted area of the wilderness (the region of the Gerasenes or 

of Kursi in the Decapolis), and a desire to remain there. 171 Luke' change to "the abyss" 

(a~ucrcrov) as the place the demons wish to avoid, is probably a theological allusion to the 

Jewish idea that demons would be thrown into the abyss at the judgment. 172 

4; 5: 1; PGM IV. 1017-1019; 3037-3039ff; V.47-303; XIII. 244ff; Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 83-4; Aus, 
My Name is 'legion, '37-39; Howard, Disease and Healing, 87. That Jesus was not always initially 
successful in his attempts to either heal or exorcise demons is suggested in Mark 8:22-6 as well, where 
Jesus attempts to heal a blind man and must repeat his actions before the man's eyesight is completely 
restored. 

170 So Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 122. 
171 Fitzmyer (The Gospel According to Luke I-IX, 739), argues that Mark's version ('out of the 

region') is original. 
That demons were associated with particular areas is also suggested by Tobit 8:3, where the demon flees to 
"the remotest parts of Egypt." 

172 The LXX uses this term to translate the Hebrew mnn which referred to the cosmic watery deep 
under the earth. In extra-biblical texts it refers to some kind of hole under the earth used for the punishment 
of demons. See /En 10:4-5; 54:3-5; 56:1-4; 4Q 521.7. ln 4Q51 land l lQl I 4.7-9 the demons are sent to 
the great abyss for punishment; cf. Rom 10.17; Rev. 9:1-2, 11; I 1:7; 17:8; 20:1, 3. 
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Once the man is healed, Mark describes him as sitting clothed (iµanaµivov) and 

in his right mind (aw<!>povoCivTa), v. 15, a form of proof of the demon's departure. The 

removal of the unclean spirit involves the transformation of an identity, in this case from 

one who has lived outside of society (in the tombs) to one who is now in his right mind 

and can be reintegrated into his community. Although the crowd in this case arrives after 

the exorcism, they serve nevertheless to confirm the man's restoration to health by 

witnessing his changed behaviour and dress, which demonstrate that a healing has 

occurred. This is important because he must be accepted and reintegrated into this 

community as a person who no longer bears the identity of one possessed by a spirit. 

The man's marginal status may well have existed prior to his status as spirit 

possessed. We know from anthropological studies that possession can express distress 

over difficult issues within the family or village or the larger context. If this was the case, 

the man's possession may reflect and address both his own concerns and those of the 

larger community, the possession serving as the vehicle for this expression. 173 As Michael 

Lambek says "Possession thus adds a critical dimension to the construction and conduct 

of social relations and provides both an idiom and a channel with which to speak about 

and to manage identity, personhood, conflict and uncertainty."174 

The last statement, "And he went away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis 

how much Jesus had done for him," (vv. 17-18) if historical, may reflect a tradition that 

173 Bourguignon ("Introduction," Religion, Altered States of Consciousness and Social Change, 
29-32) distinguishes between two types of social change; micro change and macro change. The first results 
in modifications to the situation of the possessed individual and the second to the larger society or its 
structures; cf. Crapanzano, "Introduction," 28-33; Kessler, "Conflict and Sovereignty," 295; Keller, The 
Hammer and the Flute, 78, 87, 119-20. 

174 Lambek, "From Disease to Discourse," 45. 
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Jesus extended his ministry into the Decapolis region. 175 However, most scholars would 

not see this statement as historical, and it is probable that Mark has at the very least 

reworked a shorter ending. 176 

Our findings in this section indicate first, that although there is some dispute about 

the historicity of the episode of the drowning pigs, the exorcism itself displays evidence 

of being rooted in a historical event during Jesus' lifetime in the Decapolis region. With 

regard to the name "Legion," we have shown that the demons in the story could reflect 

social reality for Jews who lived in the Decapolis and would have been familiar with the 

tenth legion that was stationed in Syria and protected the cities in the area. Thus, a socio-

political and historical interpretation of the possession of the man by a group of unclean 

spirits named legion is plausible. 

We have also shown that Jesus' encounter with the unclean spirits in both stories 

reflects exorcisms more generally in ancient Jewish and Greco-Roman literature. These 

include a command to come out, a struggle, and the amazement of the crowd. However, 

there are distinctive elements in both exorcisms as well. In both cases, the roles of 

exorcist and demon are reversed during part of the encounter, and the unclean spirit 

attempts to disarm Jesus by demonstrating knowledge of him. It does this by identifying 

Jesus in some way, as "the Holy One of God," and Jesus, "the Son of Most High God" 

respectively. Both spirits use a defensive phrase known from the Septuagint (Tt f:µol Kal 

cro(), and the spirit Legion also attempts to bind Jesus, using the incantational term, 

6pKtl;w. Thus, both stories imply that a struggle occurred between Jesus and the invading 

175 Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 110. 
176 So Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 79-80; Freyne, "Galilean Questions," 76-7. 
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spirit, and suggest that Jesus may not have always been immediately successful in his 

attempts to exorcise unclean spirits. 

This is surely significant and suggests that Jesus was challenged in his role as 

exorcist by the spirits he attempted to remove. Thus, it may be that the spirit(s) Jesus 

learned to control early on during his trials were only the beginning of a path that 

included continued challenges by the spirits he encountered. That Jesus was not always 

successful in either his healings or exorcisms is also suggested by the healing of the blind 

man in Mark 8:22-26, which occurs in two stages. The fact that Matthew and Luke omit 

this healing story confirms this hypothesis. 

We have suggested here that the exorcisms themselves are rooted in actual 

historical events during Jesus' lifetime, in the Capemaum synagogue and in the western 

Decapolis respectively. The exorcism at the Capernaum synagogue is associated with a 

place which all of the gospels indicate was Jesus' home base. For several reasons which 

we have shown, the exorcism at Gerasa probably also reflects an exorcism during Jesus' 

lifetime of a man living in the Decapolis. 

Finally, these exorcisms also display aspects of marginality. Both areas were 

frontier regions at the boundaries of Jewish Galilean society; in the case of the Gerasene 

Demoniac, a gentile area, where some Jews lived and where ethnic tensions were present. 

In the case of the man in the synagogue in Capemaum, we noted that the town was 

located on the lake, which formed the boundary between Galilee and the Decapolis. It 

thus provided for Jesus a home base which enabled him to move quickly across the lake 

into a different political region if necessary. The Gerasene demoniac himself is a 
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marginalized person, living on the borders of civilized society, in the graveyard. While 

we do not have proof in the story that the man had been marginalized previous to 

becoming possessed, this can be posited based on the results of anthropological studies. 177 

Thus, he was not only marginalized after the possession, but it seems likely that his 

marginal position in society led to his experience of possession. From a Jewish 

perspective, the pigs too were viewed as unclean animals which were not kept or eaten. 

5.3.3 A Boy with a Spirit of Muteness and Deafness (Mark 9:14-27//Matt 17:14-21//Luke 
9:37-43} 

The exorcisms of the boy with the spirit in Mark 9 and of the daughter of the 

Syro-Phoenician woman (Mark 7:24-30) contain some different elements from the 

previous two exorcisms. They both involve a surrogate who intervenes with Jesus on 

behalf of the possessed individual, and they both involve children rather than adults. This 

last point is particularly significant because spirit possession is not generally associated 

with children. The presence of a clear illness in this case (probably epilepsy) and the 

possibility that there was an illness in the other suggest that these exorcisms provide 

evidence of the association of unclean or evil spirits in the culture with particular illnesses 

rather than the link between spirit possession and social marginality. It is also important 

to note that this is one of the times in the gospels when the distinction between illness and 

spirit possession is blurred, and where exorcism brings relief from physical symptoms. 178 

177 See pp. 44-6, 267-9. 
178 In the other exorcisms and in general summaries of Jesus' public activities, healings and 

exorcism are distinguished. See Mark 1:32, 34// Matt 8: 16-17// Luke 4:40-41; Mark 3: 10-11// Matt 4:24; 
12: 15-16// Luke 6: 17-19; Mark 6: 13// Matt 10: I// Luke 9: 1-2; Q 7:21; Luke [L] 13:32; cf. Acts 5: 16; 8:7; 
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[14] When they came to the disciples they saw a great crowd around them and some 
scribes arguing with them. [15] When the whole crowd saw him, they were immediately 
overcome with awe, and they ran forward to greet him. [16] He asked them, "What 
are you arguing about with them?" [ 17] Someone from the crowd answered him, 
"Teacher, I brought you my son; he has a spirit that makes him unable to speak (lxovTa 
TTVEuµa aAaAov); [18) and wherever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he foams 
and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid; and I asked your disciples to cast it out, but they 
could not do so." [19] He answered them, "You faithless generation; how much longer 
must I be among you? How much longer must I put up with you? Bring him to me." 
[20] And they brought the boy to him. When the spirit saw him, immediately it 
convulsed the boy, and he fell to the ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. 
[21] Jesus asked the father, "How long has this been happening to him?" And he said, 
"From childhood. [22] It has often cast him into the fire and into the water, to destroy 
him; but if you are able to do anything, have pity on us and help us." [23] Jesus said to 
him, "If you are able!-All things can be done for the one who believes." [24] 
Immediately the father of the child cried out, "I believe; help my unbeliet1"[25] When 
Jesus saw a crowd come running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit (ETTETiµrioev 
T<\i rrvEuµan T<\i aKa00pTl\J ), saying to it, "You spirit that keeps this boy from 
speaking and hearing, I command you, come out of him, and never enter him again." 
[26] After crying out and convulsing him terribly (Kpa~~ Kat TTOAAa orrapa~a~), it 
came out and the boy was like a corpse; so that most of them said, "He is dead." [27] 
But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him up, and he was able to stand (Mark 9: 14-
27). 

Other than the brief example in Q 11 :14 (Luke 11 :14; Matt 12:22) which is 

connected to the Beelzebul Controversy, this is the only case of deafness/muteness being 

linked with spirit possession in the synoptic gospels. 179 Like the exorcism of the Gerasene 

Demoniac, the story of the boy with a spirit is attested in the triple tradition and Markan 

priority provides our point of departure. Thus, changes made by Matthew and Luke will 

10:38 where this distinction is also made. See discussion in Twelftree, "EI ~E ... EKBAAAO TA 
~AIMONIA," 364; idem, Jesus the Exorcist, 55. 
Craffert, The Life of a Galilean Shaman, 299. 

179 Matthew has two versions of the story, one in chapter 9 and the other in Chapter 12. Both 
include an exorcism and an accusation by the Pharisees. Whereas the demoniac in chapter 12 exhibits 
symptoms of both muteness and blindness, in chapter 9, the person is only mute. The account found in 
Chapter 9 has against its historicity the fact that it makes up the ninth miracle ofa collection of nine in the 
larger block of material (8: 1-9:34 ). There are indications that Matthew had exhausted his stock of miracles, 
and probably created this account to fill out his three groups of three miracles, for a total of nine. On the 
other hand, the version in chapter 12 includes blindness, which, along with doubles, is a Matthean theme; 
i.e., Mark's blind Bartimaeus becomes two blind men, and the Gerasene Demoniac becomes two 
demoniacs. See Bultmann, (History, 226) who argues that Matt 9:32-4 is secondary; Meier (A Marginal 
Jew, 2: 656-7) while noting that the unusual combination of blindness and muteness lends historical 
credibility to this version of the healing/exorcism, nevertheless agrees that the version in Q I 1: I 4 [L I 1: 14] 
is probably original. 
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be illuminating for understanding how they received and interpreted the story. As he did 

with the exorcism of the Gerasene Demoniac, Matthew has abbreviated extensively, 

removing approximately two thirds of the Markan text. In particular he has omitted most 

of the details of the boy's condition and Jesus' words to the unclean spirit. 

Mark's account begins with the fact that a crowd has gathered, which both 

Matthew and Luke have retained. In Mark there is a dispute going on between "some of 

the scribes" and people in the crowd. Although not explicitly stated, the argument was 

presumably about how best to deal with the boy's condition, i.e., the best method of 

exorcism. This may imply that others were also attempting to remove the unclean spirit. 

We know there were other Jewish exorcists operating in Galilee based on Jesus' 

statement in Q 11 : 19, "And if by Beelzebul I cast out demons, your sons, by whom do 

they cast them out?" (see above section 3.3.4) and The Strange Exorcist (see section 

3.4.1). 

When Jesus asks what they are arguing about he is told by the boy's father that his 

son has a dumb spirit (TTvEOµa W.<lAov). 180 Matthew and Luke omit the boy's deafness 

and dumbness altogether, which in Mark is caused by the spirit, but Luke does retain the 

link between the spirit and the boy's foaming at the mouth. While Matthew (17:15) does 

not mention the symptoms, he states that the boy was OEATIVlcX~ETat, 181 literally 

180 See John M. Hull (Hellenistic Magic and the Synoptic Tradition [Naperville, IL.: SCM Press, 
1974], 80-81) who argues that although not described as an exorcism, the healing ofa deafand dumb man 
in Mark 7:32 should also be read as one because of Jesus putting his fingers in the man's ears and spitting 
on the man's tongue. 

181 From the Greek creA.T]vri, meaning "moon". According to Danker (A Greek-English Lexicon, 
919), in the ancient world the symptoms of epilepsy were attributed to transcendent powers of the moon 
which were thought to trigger epileptic seizures. Luz (Matthew, 2: 407-8) notes that these symptoms could 
also be connected to the moon goddess Selene, and in some circles were seen as possession by a divine 
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"moonstruck," a common way ofreferring to these kind of symptoms in the Greco-

Roman world, which were thought to be caused by too much exposure to moonlight. 182 

Some of the boy's symptoms do indeed fit those typically associated with epilepsy 

(foaming at the mouth and thrashing around-Mark and Luke). Mark adds that the boy 

grinds his teeth and becomes rigid. The combination of symptoms described by Mark 

would suggest epileptic seizure. Epilepsy is also intimated by the father's statement in 

Mark that his son has been like this since childhood and has had many accidents. 

This is one of the few cases in the gospels where the condition described so 

clearly fits a clinical illness as recognized by western medicine. Although we should be 

cautious about assuming a direct one to one correlation between our western 

understanding of epilepsy and the condition of the boy, in this case this is perhaps a 

reasonable assumption. 183 The fact that Matthew alone has made this connection explicit 

may be a result of his location or cosmopolitan perspective. Similarly, Mark's failure to 

do so may reflect his reception of an early exorcism story rooted in local Palestinian 

tradition, where epilepsy was not recognized as a disease distinct from spirit possession. 

It is important to note here that in this case I am not arguing for a connection between the 

boy's condition and marginality. Since he has had the condition from childhood, and 

power or by demons. See e.g., Test. Sol. I 0.35; Plutarch, Quae. Conv. 658E-F; Lucian, Tox, 24; Phi/ops 16; 
Vet. Val. 113.10. In b. Git. 70a, these symptoms are also connected with the demonic. Cf. Loos, The 
Miracles of Jesus, 403; Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 132-3. 

182 The association of epileptic symptoms with too much exposure to light is also present in Jewish 
tradition. For example, b. Pes. l 12b warns against standing in front ofa lamp lest one becomes an epileptic 
and against having sexual intercourse in front of a lamp lest one have epileptic children. 

183 I acknowledge the danger of this assumption in general. Lambek ("From Disease to Discourse," 
42-3), for instance, has noted that in his observations of Mayotte culture, foaming at the mouth occurred 
only during culturally appropriate rituals, and that epilepsy was an incorrect diagnosis of the symptoms. 
However, in the case of Mark's possessed boy, epilepsy is strongly suggested by the fact that, according to 
his father, the symptoms had been occurring since childhood. 
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since Mark links his deafness and muteness with an unclean spirit, what we have is a 

clear example of the first-century Palestinian worldview which linked particular kinds of 

illness or disability with evil spirits. 

The father's request for Jesus to try to do something is in Mark addressed to 

"Jesus the Teacher" (A16am<aAE), rather than "Jesus the Lord". Matthew has altered this 

to Kup1E ("Sir"/"Lord"). Thus, in the earliest form of the narrative, we find no titles 

related to Jesus' ability to cast out demons. The man then tells Jesus that he had asked his 

disciples to cast out (EK~<lAwmv), the spirit but they did not have the strength (ouK 

l'crxucrav). 184 Matthew and Luke have avoided Mark's foxucrav, replacing it with 

~6uv~0T]crav. While 6uvaµm can also indicate power, its emphasis lies more on ability, 

whereas icrxuw is more strongly associated with the idea of power or strength, and in 

many of its occurrences in the synoptic gospels has the added sense of the power to 

prevail over or withstand something. 185 This means that in the earliest version of the 

story, the disciples are depicted as not having the power/strength to remove the spirit, 

perhaps because mute demons were seen to be particularly difficult to exorcise and 

required extraordinary strength to master. 186 

Thus, it appears that both Matthew and Luke have attempted to downplay the 

associations with power over demons and stress instead the disciples' lack of ability. 

Luke has retained Mark's "to cast out" (EK~aAwmv), but Matthew has replaced the entire 

184 Matt (17: 16) has "heal". 
185 See Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon, 261-2, 484. See, e.g., Mark 5:4//Matt 8:28; Mark 

14:37//Matt 26:40; Luke 6:48; 8:43; cf. Acts 19:20, where the word of the Lord grew mightily and 
prevailed (LaXUEV ). 

186 This is the case in PGMIV. 3037-3044; See discussion in Twelftree, Jn the Name of Jesus, 120-
25, on other possible reasons for the disciples' difficulty in removing the demon. 
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statement with ouK t;Buvrl0ricrav auTov 0Epam:ucrm ("They were not able to heal 

him"), and has Jesus later tell the disciples that they were unable to cast out the spirit 

because of their lack of faith (v. 20). This is consistent with Matthew's omission of 

Mark's comment that the spirit violently convulses the boy, for which he substitutes the 

more subdued "he suffers terribly, and he often falls into the fire and into the water" 

(17: 15). Thus, Matthew in particular was probably uncomfortable with the violence of the 

demon and the lack of power over demons exhibited by the disciples. 

The violent treatment of the boy by the spirit in v. 20 and v. 26 is also present in 

the two other exorcisms recorded by Mark (The man in the synagogue and the Gerasene 

Demoniac). In all three cases, Matthew and Luke have downplayed the violence. We saw 

this already in the first two exorcisms, and it is true here as well. Matthew (17:18) has 

eliminated completely any reference to the demon's behaviour and focussed instead on 

the boy's suffering, and Luke has removed the second reference to convulsing (Mark 

9:26). Based on the criterion of embarrassment, this discomfort on the part of Matthew 

and Luke with traditions they found in Mark suggests two things: 1) that they were 

hesitant to remove the exorcisms completely because they were embedded in early 

traditions about Jesus, and 2) that they felt the need to weaken Mark's language in order 

to reduce the image of violence or vulgarity in the behaviour of the demoniacs, perhaps 

out of fear that it might lead to accusations that Jesus was operating as a magician. 

Now let us look at Jesus' address to the demon. According to Mark, Jesus rebuked 

(brETtµflO'EV) the unclean spirit and commanded it to come out (v. 25). Matthew avoids 

"unclean spirit" altogether, replacing it with TO 8mµ6vtov and O"EAflVla~ETat 
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(moonstruck). Mark uses only the terms "spirit" and "unclean spirit" throughout his 

account to refer to the possessing entity. Luke initially uses "spirit," (v. 39) but then 

switches to "demon" (v. 42) when he describes the cause of the boy's convulsions. Up to 

this point in Matthew there has been no mention of a possessing spirit at all. However, he 

now has Jesus rebuke the demon and it comes out (f:TTETtµT)O"EV auT4) 6 'ITJO'OO~ Kat 

E:sf\A8EV cm' auTOU TO Oatµ6v10v). Matthew's apparent conflation of demon 

possession and epilepsy here is especially significant since he distinguishes between 

demoniacs (Oatµovt~oµ£voui;;) and epileptics (crEATJVta~oµ£voui;;) in his introduction of 

Jesus' activities (see 4.1 ). 

The "I command you" (tyw E:mTacrcrw crot) phrase is known from incantations in 

the Greek Magical Papyri. 187 Similarly, the command "come out of him and never enter 

him again" (ESEA8E ES auToO Kat µT)KETl Eicr£).8ui;; di; auTov), has parallels in the 

ancient world. It is almost identical to the words of Eleazar to the demon (µTJKET' di; 

auTov i:Trav~sEtv), and by the demon to Apollonius, who swears that he will keep away 

from the youth and never enter any human again (µTJOEvt av8pwnwv E:µnEcrE'lcrSat). 188 

The idea that demons could return even after being exorcised is also assumed in a 

prescription found in the PGM for an amulet that prevents demons from returning, 189 and 

is reflected in Q's saying about the return of the unclean spirit, which we have already 

discussed in chapter 4. Thus, there is no reason to assume that the command to come out 

and never return comes from Mark, since they are both well known phrases in the ancient 

187 PGMVII.331; Xlll.171. 
188 Josephus, Ant. 8.46-49; Philostratus, Life 4.20. 
189 PGMIV.1254. 
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world, although he would likely have known of these kinds of commands as well and 

could have added it. 

As we saw in chapter 2 when discussing the evil spirit that afflicted Pharaoh 

(GenAp ), the Aramaic 1l1l probably lies behind hn nµaw, and its meaning there seems to 

be limited to bringing the evil spirit under control. 190 What is different here is that Jesus 

words to the unclean spirit are recorded: "You spirit that keeps from speaking and hearing 

(To @.<lAov Kal Kw<j>ov nw:Oµa), I command you (E.yw f:ntTaaaw) 191 come out from 

him and never enter him again!" (£~EA0E f:~ auToO Kai µflKETl Eia£A0U<; de; auTov, v. 

25). 

It is noteworthy that initially the boy's father describes the spirit as mute (nvEuµa 

<lAo1'ov), but when Jesus addresses the spirit he includes deafness: TO @.a1'ov Kai 

Kw<j>ov TTVEOµa. This may simply reflect the fact that deafness and muteness were often 

linked in people's minds, and that deafness was assumed by the father but not mentioned. 

This link between a spirit and deafness and muteness may reflect a first-century 

Palestinian view that unclean spirits were responsible for certain kinds of illness; in this 

case deafness and muteness, but perhaps also symptoms that in the modem western world 

are associated with epileptic seizure, such as foaming at the mouth and convulsion. 

Interestingly, while in the synagogue exorcism, Jesus commands silence, in this case he 

rebukes a spirit which inhibits speech, causing deafness and muteness. 

190 There are additional links between the use of brmµaro in the LXX and in the Assumption of 
Moses and its use in the NT. One of these is in Jude 9, where the archangel Michael "contends with the 
devil" saying to him, "The Lord rebuke you" (bnnµtjcrai crot KUptoc;}. This statement appears to allude to 
a similar phrase in Zech 3.2 where Yahweh rebukes (in) Satan. As Kee notes ("The Terminology of 
Mark's Exorcism Stories, 238-9), in both contexts the rebuke reflects a struggle for control between God 
and an adversary. 

191 To command with authority, according to Danker, Greek-English Lexicon, 383. 
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It is also evident from this account that there was not always a clear distinction in 

the first-century between an exorcism and a healing, since both Luke (iacraTo, 9:42) and 

Matthew ( £0EpaTTEU0ll, 17: 18) report that as a result of the removal of the spirit the boy 

was healed. Although Mark's report does not explicitly make this connection, it is 

implied in the information that after the unclean spirit went out, the boy was able to stand. 

The story concludes with the disciples questioning Jesus about why they were unable to 

cast the spirit out. While Mark has Jesus emphasize the difficulty of the boy's case, 

stating that this type [of demon] can only be driven out by prayer, Matthew stresses their 

lack of faith. Luke has avoided both a critique of the disciples' faith and the idea that the 

case was particularly difficult and has ended the story instead with the astonishment of 

the crowd. 

Several features of the account suggest an authentic core to the story, with the 

possible exception of the last section (vv. 28-9) which very likely represents Mark's 

editorial comments. 192 These include the appeal by the boy's father, the unique (in the 

gospels) combination of epileptic and deaf/mute symptoms, and the lack of Christo logical 

titles. As Meier states, these features may point to "a special and memorable encounter 

between Jesus and the father of an epileptic child during Jesus' public ministry". 193 

I would, however, go further and include the violent struggle of the spirit, which 

Matthew and Luke avoid. The fact that they have retained the exorcism, but have edited 

out graphic and violent language in several cases, also suggests a core tradition that they 

192 So Bultmann, History, 211; Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 97. 
193 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2: 655. 
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were somewhat uncomfortable with but that they could not dispense of because it was 

part of the early Jesus material. 

5.3.4 A Syro-Phoenician Woman's Daughter: Mark7:24-30//Matt 15:21-28: 

We now move to an analysis of the final exorcism in the tradition, that of a Syro-

Phoenician Woman's daughter, which is found in both Mark and Matthew. It does not 

occur in Q, and Luke has not included it for reasons that are unclear, especially since he 

of all the Gospel writers generally shows a preference for the marginalized and for 

women. In any case, we look to Mark for the original story, and to Matthew for changes 

to the original account. 

[24] From there he set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered a house, and 
did not want any one to know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice, [25] but 
a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit (elxev rrveuµa &xa0apTOv) 
immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his feet. [26] Now the 
woman was a Gentile of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon 
out of her daughter. [27] He said to her, "Let the children first be fed, for it is not 
right to take the children's bread and throw it to the dogs." [28] But she answered him, 
"Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's crumbs." [29] Then he said to her, 
"For saying that, you may go-the demon has left your daughter." So she went home, 
found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone (Mark 7:24-30). 

One of the problems with this story for our study is that it is the only case of 

exorcism recorded in the gospels in which Jesus does not actually confront the demon, or 

even the possessed girl directly. Instead, her mother intervenes on her behalf. However, 

because both spirit possession and exorcism are assumed in the account, it is important to 

examine the text. 194 There is a similar case of healing at a distance recorded in Q 7: 1-10 

194 Meier (A Marginal Jew, 2: 651, 659-61) notes that from a form-critical perspective, the story is 
actually a healing at a distance, rather than an exorcism and so has more in common with the healing of the 
centurion's servant (Q 7: l, 3, 6b-l 0 [Lk 7: 1-1 O/Matt 8:5-13) and the healing of the royal official's son 
(John 4:46-54). 
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(Luke 7:1-10/Matt 8:5-13), in the form of the healing of the Centurion's servant, but it 

does not involve either spirit possession or exorcism, at least not in an obvious way. 195 

The inclusion of this exorcism and that of the Gerasene Demoniac, as well as their 

location within the Markan narrative may be intended to emphasize the vulnerability of 

both Jews and gentiles to spirit possession. Wahlen notes, for example, that the two 

exorcisms of gentiles (the Syrophoenician Woman's Daughter, and the Gerasene 

Demoniac) frame the discussion ofritual purity in 7:1-23, and are framed by two 

exorcisms in Jewish territory (the exorcism at Capemaurn, 1 :21-28 and that of the boy 

with the spirit, 9:14-29). 196 

The story has traditionally been interpreted theologically. 197 Some have seen it as 

a creation of the early Christian community for the purpose of legitimating the Gentile 

mission, or as a demonstration of faith. 198 Others have read it as an allegory 

demonstrating salvation history, 199 with the Canaanite woman standing in for her child, 

the gentiles, whom Jesus refers to as dogs. The children would then represent Israel, and 

the bread, the message of Jesus. Finally, some feminist scholars have seen the woman's 

195 But see Piper ("Jesus and the Conflict of Powers," 322-28), who argues that several elements in 
the healing of the Centurion's boy are suggestive of exorcism. These include the assumed hierarchy of 
authority, symbolized by military images and represented by the centurion, and the fact that Jesus 
commands the illness and it responds, in the way a demon might. Thus, just as the centurion commands 
soldiers, Jesus commands spirits. A healing at a distance attributed to Hanina ben Dosa is also found in the 
Babylonian Talmud (b. Ber. 34b). 

196 Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 101. 
197 Theissen (The Gospels in Context, 62-5) describes the three most common approaches to this 

text as biographical-tracing it to a particular mood of Jesus, symbolic-as a test of faith, and salvation 
historical-the idea that the story was meant to provide an opening of the Christian message to non-Jews. 

198 Luther (2.5 lO=Sermon on Fasting, 1525) is particularly known for the faith interpretation. So 
also T. A. Burkill, "Historical Development of the Story of the Syro-Phoenician Woman," NovT9 (1967): 
161-77; Glenna Jackson, 'Have Mercy on Me.' The Story of the Canaanite Woman in Matthew I5:21-28. 
JSNTSup 228 (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 33; Sharon Ringe, "The Gentile Woman's 
Story," in Letty M. Russell (ed.), Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1985), 65-72; Meier, A Marginal Jew 2: 660. 

199 Hilary and Jerome are the most well-known representatives of this method. 
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words as a reflection of an early Christian controversy around gender and ethnicity, 

whereby the story functioned to legitimate female leadership within the church.200 

However, analysis of the social and political context of the early first century, 

particularly the relationship between Galilee and Tyre, offers more fruitful possibilities 

from a historical perspective. Even Meier, who argues that the text is probably not 

historical, concedes that there are some peculiarities in the story that might suggest 

historicity.201 These include the presence of a Syrophoenician woman in the region 

(which he assumes was northern Galilee), a woman interceding for a demonic 

daughter,202 which is found nowhere else in the Gospel tradition, and the harsh way in 

which Jesus addresses the woman. 

Socio-Political and Historical Issues 

Let us begin with an examination of some of the social and historical conditions 

that offer support for the authenticity of Mark's account of this story and then move to 

textual analysis. Mark describes the location of the encounter as "the region of Tyre" 

(opt a Tupou, v. 24).203 Like "region of the Gerasenes," this designation fits the historical 

context. Earlier in his gospel, Mark mentions people from this area as part of the crowd 

200 See, e.g., Elaine Wainwright, "A Voice from the Margin: Reading Matthew 15:21-28 in an 
Australian Feminist Key," in Reading From this Place Vol. 2. Social Location and Biblical Interpretation 
in Global Perspective (ed. Fernando F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 
132-53, 145. Although many feminists have flagged the issues of patriarchy and gender in this text, Amy­
Jill Levine ("Matthew's Advice to a Divided Readership," in David E. Aune [ed.], The Gospel of Matthew 
in Current Study [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 200 I], 22-41 [30-31]) notes that there is no evidence that either 
Mark or Matthew raise the issue of her marital status or her behavior as being unusual. 

201 Meier, A Marginal Jew, 2: 660. 
202 Seep. 82-3 on the question of surrogates interceding on behalf of others. 
203 Matthew has "the district of Tyre and Sidon" (µ£pTJ Tupou Kai 1:t5wvo~) 
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that followed Jesus at the Sea of Galilee, and it was a common way ofreferring to the 

area surrounding a city in the ancient world. 204 Josephus, for example, refers to this 

region specifically as Tup(wv xwpa, and mentions villages that belonged to Tyre.205 

Although it is not certain that Jesus would have travelled into Syria, there would seem to 

be no particular reason for Mark to invent the fact that people from this region were 

drawn to Jesus or to create an excursion by Jesus into this area, except to have Jesus 

reclaim this area for the Jews. Luz, for instance, argues that Jesus did spend time in this 

area which was, from the Jewish perspective, part of the traditional holy land.206 

In fact, close social and economic ties existed between upper Galilee and Tyre in 

the first century, and the northern part of Galilee in particular was oriented more toward 

Syria and the Phoenician cities in the North than toward lower Galilee in the South.207 

Tyre was a wealthy city because of its metal and dye industries, but was dependent on the 

interior for its agricultural products because of its coastal location, 208 a situation which 

continued well into the first century.209 Archaeological and textual evidence confirms 

both the city's wealth and its regional dominance in financial matters.210 One of the 

204 Mark 3:8 describes people from m:pt Tupov 1wi l:t&owva. 
205 Josephus, War 2.459, 588; 3.38; 4.105. 
206 See Luz, Matthew 2: 338-9. 
207 So Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 60-80. 
208 See 1 Kgs 5:7-12, which describes the trade arrangements made between Solomon and Hiram 

of Tyre. Hiram provided cedar and Cyprus for Solomon and in exchange Solomon provided wheat and oil 
for Hiram. This is confirmed by Josephus who adds that this arrangement was necessary because of Tyre's 
location on an island (Ant. 8.54, 141). Pliny (Nat. 5.17.76) notes that while Tyre was once an island, 
separated by 700 yards from the mainland, Alexander joined it to the mainland. Later rabbinic accounts (y. 
Demai 1.3; p. A bod. Zar. 4.39d) also confirm grain exports from Galilee to Tyre. 

209 Both Acts 12:20 and Josephus (Ant. 14.190-216) indicate that the people of Tyre and Sidon 
were dependent on Galilee for food. 

210 Among the evidence is the presence ofTyrian coins in Galilee and evidence that Galilean 
pottery, wine, grain and oil were exported from Galilee into Syria (Josephus, Life 74-76); See Hanson, 
Tyrian Influence, 53; Richardson, "Khirbet Qana," 120-144; Freyne, "Herodian Economics," 40; idem, 
"Jesus and the Urban Culture of Galilee," 602; Goodman, The Ruling Class of Judaea, 53. 

299 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

clearest indications of this is that the monies kept in the Temple treasury were in Tyrian 

currency, which was seen to be one of the most stable in the region.211 

Since Tyre was wealthy and could afford to buy its produce from Galilee, one can 

assume that the Tyrians bought large amounts of grain from Galilean farmers. As we will 

saw from our discussion in chapter 3, there are important reasons for arguing that the 

farmers themselves probably did not receive fair compensation for what they grew. 

In addition, there were tensions between Tyre and Galilee as a result of Tyre's 

history of attempting to expand its geographical territory to the south into Galilee, which 

was made possible by the fact that there was no clear physical boundary between the 

two.212 Josephus states that the Tyrians were bitter enemies of the Jews,213 and that there 

was a history of ethnic tensions between Jews and non-Jews in Tyre from as early as the 

mid-first century BCE, when the Tyrians seized Jewish property (which had to be 

restored by Mark Anthony), and enslaved Tyrian Jews.214 Anti-Jewish sentiment was 

expressed by the Tyrians to Vespasian when he arrived in the East in 66 CE,215 and 

during the Jewish war these tensions exploded into the slaughter and imprisonment of 

Jewish citizens.216 

There is evidence that those in the Hellenistic cities generally disliked the Jews, 

and that the Jews of Galilee also felt animosity toward their Tyrian neighbours.217 The 

report that Jesus, and presumably other Jews, perceived Tyre negatively is also suggested 

211 See note 49, ch. 3. 
212 So Freyne, Geography, Politics and Economics, 40; Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 75-6. 
213 Josephus, C. Ap. 1.70. 
214 Josephus, Ant. 14.313-21. 
215 Josephus, life 407. 
216 Josephus, War 2.478. 
217 See e.g., Josephus, War 2.457-458, 478, 502. 
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by Jesus' use of Tyre and Sidon as the foils against which Chorizan and Bethsaida were 

negatively assessed.218 Finally, the borderland between Galilee and Ptolemais was known 

to harbour Jewish resistance movements which were troublesome to the Syrians living 

nearby.219 Not surprisingly, tensions between Galileans and those living in the regions 

around Tyre contributed to prejudice on both sides, and this was most certainly reflected 

in Jesus' response to the woman.220 

In terms of dating and historicity of the account, several points need to be 

examined. First, Acts 21 :3-6 tells us that there was a community of Christ-believers in 

Tyre, probably by the 50s or 60s. Thus, if Mark's account was written or influenced by 

the early church in Syria, it would presumably have placed Jesus in the city, rather than in 

the country.221 Mark's depiction of Jesus moving freely between Galilee and the 

Decapolis and north into Syria, also fits the historical situation of 30 CE222 better than 66-

70 when the Gospel was probably compiled, since at that time instability brought about 

by the war would have made travel in the region more difficult. As we saw in chapter 3, 

during Tiberius' reign (14-37 CE) the area experienced relative peace. 

218 Q 10:13-15 [Matt 11:21-4//Luke 10:13-15]. 
219 Josephus, Ant. 17.288-9; Life 104-5. 
220 So Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 66-80. 
221 So Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 67. However, the gospels never mention Jesus in 

association with any of the larger urban centres such as Sepphoris or Tiberius. This is particularly true for 
Matthew who characterizes cities as places which display an unwillingness to repent, while rural areas 
show more openness to the message of Jesus. See e.g., Matt 11 :21. See also Amy-Jill Levine, The Social 
and Ethnic Dimensions of Matthean Social History Studies in the Bible and Early Christianity 14 
(Lewiston, NY.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1988), 134-5, 155-7. Thus, Mark's placement of Jesus in the region 
of Tyre rather than Tyre itself could reflect a desire on the part of the gospel writers to avoid associating 
Jesus with cities. It may also however reflect historical reality. 

222 Mark 2: 13-15 and par. which mention the tax collection booth at Capernaum. See also Meier, A 
Marginal Jew, 2: 651-2; Sean Freyne, "Galilean Questions to Crossan 's Mediterranean Jesus," in Whose 
Historical Jesus? Studies in Christianity and Judaism 7 (eds. William E. Amal and Michel Desjardins; 
Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier Press, 1997), 3-91; 76-77. 
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In addition, as we have already noted, all four gospels suggest that Capemaum 

was Jesus' base of operations for his ministry,223 and Philip and Nathaniel were 

reportedly from Bethsaida, a city just across the border in Philip's territory, northeast of 

the Sea of Galilee.224 Jesus' condemnation of the cities ofBethsaida and Chorizan 

because of their rejection of his ministry provides further attestation that he spent time in 

border regions,225 which placed him close to both the Decapolis and Syria and makes 

excursions across these borders plausible. Crossing borders, both socially and 

geographically is also part of the broader tradition about Jesus. Therefore, taking his 

exorcisms and healings to border regions and farther fits the criterion of coherence.226 We 

may posit therefore that the core of the story, an exorcism of a Syrophoenician girl, 

occurred in the region of Tyre during Jesus' lifetime. 

This study of the cultural context reveals that the story is probably Palestinian in origin. 
It presupposes an original narrator and audience who are acquainted with the social 
situation in the border regions of Tyre and Galilee. As a result, it now appears more 
difficult to trace the origins of the story exclusively to early Christian debates about the 
legitimacy of the gentile mission--debates we read about in Jerusalem, Caesarea, and 
Antioch. Something more concrete is at stake. In principle we cannot exclude the 
possibility that the story has a historical core: an encounter between Jesus and a 
Hellenized Syrophoenician woman. If the considerations developed here are correct, the 
miracle would not consist in healing someone far away, but in the overcoming of an 
equally divisive distance, that between nations and cultures, in which the divisive 
prejudices are not simply malicious gossip, but have a real basis in the social, economic, 
and political relationships between two neighboring peoples. 227 

The question of Jesus' geographical trajectory at the end of the story is somewhat 

problematic, however. Mark states that Jesus left the area of Tyre and came to the Sea of 

Galilee through the middle of the district of the Decapolis, a circuitous route to say the 

223 See note 24. 
224 John 12:20 
225 Q 10:13-15 [Luke/Matt 11:14-20-21]. 
226 Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 111-12. 
227 Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 79. 
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least. This description raises legitimate questions about the historicity of the story, or at 

least the transition between the stories. There are several possible solutions. First, the 

entire episode, including the travel itinerary, could be a Markan insertion, included for the 

purpose of portraying Jesus as one who reaches out to non-Jewish people. It is also 

possible that only the travel itinerary was added later to link the two stories. Another 

possibility is that the travel details were already in the tradition received by the Markan 

redactor, and he, writing from thirty five to forty years after Jesus' death from another 

location (i.e. Rome), confused some of the details of Palestinian geography. However, 

given the accuracy of Mark on many other geographical points, this seems unlikely. 

An alternative solution is that a memory (the explanation having been forgotten) 

existed in the tradition that Jesus had on this occasion or others taken this circuitous route 

through the Decapolis when travelling from northern Galilee or the region of Tyre to his 

home in Capemaum, perhaps to avoid the authorities. Given the political danger from 

Antipas, this is not an unreasonable assumption. 

Textual Evidence 

Let us now examine the textual evidence in the story. If we compare Mark's version 

with Matthew's, we find that there are some significant differences. First, while Mark has 

Jesus in a house, in Matthew, the encounter occurs in open country. There are two possible 

reasons for this difference. Mark may reflect the historical reality that Jesus was trying to 

avoid being found, either because he was afraid of the authorities or because of fatigue. 
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However, it is more likely that the house and Jesus' desire to conceal himself is Markan,228 

and that Matthew's version reflects a memory (perhaps an oral tradition) that Jesus often 

operated in the open country, which is compatible with other healings and exorcisms in the 

tradition.229 This is one of the cases where Matthew may actually retain an earlier and more 

authentic tradition than Mark, even though Mark's gospel is earlier. 

Another difference is that Matthew has expanded the exchange between Jesus and 

the woman, the only healing story where Matthew has expanded rather than condensed 

Mark's words. The most significant additions are Jesus' initial refusal to answer the 

woman, the disciples' request for Jesus to send the woman away, and a statement by 

Jesus that he has been sent only to the house of Israel. These of course are partly a 

reflection of Matthean theology. He has generally avoided having Jesus interact with non-

Jews, and demonstrates a desire to limit his mission to Israel.230 These comments may 

also reflect an attempt by Matthew to emphasize Jesus' initial hesitancy to help a gentile 

in order to highlight his acceptance, which Matthew attributes to the woman's faith and 

uses to point to the later inclusion of the gentiles in the Jesus movement.231 The woman's 

use of"Son of David," in Matthew, which is also found in his story of the two blind men 

(17:15), reflects Matthew's desire to emphasize a messianic claim.232 

228 So Wrede, Messianic Secret, 36; Twelftree, Jesus the Exorcist, 89. 
229 Many of Jesus' other exorcisms and healings occur in open places, and often drew crowds, 

which at times threatened to crush Jesus. See, e.g., Mark 2: 1-2; 3:7-12, 20; Matt 4:23-25; Luke 6: 17-20. 
230 See, e.g., 10:5-6. 
231 So Luz, Matthew, 2: 337. 
232 See discussion in Wahlen, Jesus and the Impurity of Spirits, 130-31, who notes that xupto<; and 

uto<; Liau(8 are often used by Matthew in parallel passages. The reference to the Son of David may also 
suggest a connection with either David's ability to calm the spirits that tormented Saul (I Samuel 16: 14; 
18: 10 and 19:9; cf. Josephus War 2.168, 211; Ant. 6.168) or a connection with Solomon, who, as we have 
already seen, was known to be especially knowledgeable about demons. See, e.g., Love, "Jesus, Healer of 
the Canaanite Woman's Daughter , " 11-17. 
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In addition, while Mark describes the woman as a Greek, a Syrophoenician by 

birth ('EA7'Tlvtc;, l:upocj>o1v(K1aaa T4) yivEt), Matthew has altered this to make her a 

Canaanite.233 Matthew's use of"Canaanite" probably reflects his interest in depicting 

gentiles as subservient to Jews by evoking the political and religious distance between the 

early Israelites and their Canaanite neighbours, and may thus indicate a desire to portray 

the woman in a negative light. Although some of Matthew's references to gentiles are 

positive, and as a result some have argued that he may actually be attempting to amend 

the more negative perceptions of the Canaanite people by depicting a gentile woman as a 

model of faith, Sim rejects this, noting that the general portrayal of the woman in 

Matthew is strikingly more negative than in Mark.234 

In any case, Mark's designation of "Greek" and "Syrophoenician" makes more 

sense from a historical point of view, since combining cultural and geographic origins in 

a designation is found in both Philo and Josephus, as well as elsewhere in the New 

Testament, and was a common way of describing people's ethnicity and origins in the 

Greco-Roman world.235 Based on the double designation of Greek and Syrophoenician, 

233 Although neither Mark nor Matthew names the woman, the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies 
(13.7.3-4) assign the name 'Justa' to her. 

234 So David Sim (The Gospel of Matthew and Christian Judaism: The History and Social Setting 
of the Matthean Community [SNTW; ed. John Barclay, Joel Marcus, and John Richards. Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 1998], 222-4), who argues that Matthew's view of gentiles is generally negative and that the change 
from Mark's Syro-Phoenician to Canaanite is a clear demonstration of this view. The view that the 
Canaanites were enemies of Israel, especially because of their worship of foreign gods, in addition to 
occurring throughout the Deuteronomic History, is also found in Isa 23. Levine (Social and Ethnic 
Dimensions, 139) argues that the change to "Canaanite" demonstrates Matthew's temporal subordination of 
the gentiles to the Jews. But see Jackson ('Have Mercy on Me,' 28-9) who argues that a positive view of 
gentiles is evident in Matthew, including the four gentile women mentioned in his genaeology in ch. I 
(Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Bethsheba), and John's warning that God is not dependant on the children of 
Abraham (3 :9). 

235 See, for example, Josephus, Life 427 where Josephus' third wife is described as being from 
Crete, but of Jewish origin, and C. Ap. 1.179-80, where he describes a Hellenized Jew who is a Greek. Cf. 
Acts 4:36; 18:2. 
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we may surmise that the woman was a Hellenized person with Syrian origins and thus 

probably from the upper stratum of society, since hellenization was most prominent 

among this group. Upper-stratum status is also suggested by Mark's use of KAiv11 (bed) 

rather than Kpa~aTToc; (a mat made of straw and associated with the poor) for the girl's 

bed.236 Syrian origins might also explain how the woman was able to communicate with 

Jesus since Palestinian Aramaic (and probably even more so Galilean Aramaic) and 

Phoenician were closely related.237 

In terms of the girl's condition and the encounter between Jesus and the woman, 

several observations can be made. First, this is the only case in the gospels, other than that 

of Mary Magdalene, where a female is described as possessed by a demon, and the only 

case of a child being possessed except that of the boy with the spirit. This is significant 

because spirit possession among children across cultures is unusual. Of course, we do not 

know the girl's age or any other details about her situation. However, spirit possession is 

more common among women cross culturally than among men, and it is typically 

connected with issues such as arranged marriage, patriarchy and fertility. 238 Since 

236 So Theissen (The Gospels in Context, 71-2), who notes that where Mark does use KA(v11 (4:21 
and 7:4) he does so for practical reasons; in the first case because it would be impossible to clean under a 
mat, and in the second because it is easier to wash a bed than a straw mat. See Mark 2:4, 9, 12; 6:55; John 
5:8ffwhere Kpa~aTTO<; is used. 

237 As Theissen (The Gospels in Context, 71-2) notes, there is textual evidence that the Tyrian 
population was bilingual in the first century (Josephus Ant. 8.144; C. Ap. 179-180), and the Phoenician 
language, according to Josephus ( C. Ap. 1.173) was very similar to Aramaic. 

238 See, e.g., Rothenberg, Spirits of Palestine, 93- 6; Bourguignon, "Introduction," 12-18; 
Bourguignon, Possession, 48; Shaara, and Strathern, "Altered States of Consciousness," 145-60; Mark 
Nichter, "Idioms of Distress: Alternatives in the Expression of Psychosocial Distress: A Case Study from 
South India," Culture, Medicine, and Psychiatry 5 (1981 ): 379-408; Lenora Greenbaum, "Societal 
Correlates of Possession Trance in Sub-Saharan Africa," in Religion, Altered States of Consciousness, and 
Social Change (Columbus, OH.: Ohio State University Press, 1973), 39-57; cf. Obeyesekere, 
"Psychocultural Exegesis," 243-45, whose study of spirit possession in Sri Lanka posits a connection 
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according to Danker, 0uyc:hp1ov ("little girl," v. 25) is a term of endearment and can also 

be used to refer to a girl of marriageable age,239 it is possible that the girl was actually a 

young woman of 13-15 years, making women's issues around marriage a possible reason 

for the spirit possession. 

According to Mark the girl is possessed by an unclean spirit (TTvEuµa 

aKa0apTov), while in Matthew she is badly possessed by a demon (KaKw~ 

8aiµovt~ETat ). It is not completely clear why this change was made, but it may simply 

be that Matthew preferred the demonic language, or that he saw "unclean spirit" as 

colloquial. As we have already seen, Mark's use of unclean spirit may reflect a rural 

Palestinian perspective. Matthew's change to demon and increased urgency also makes 

Jesus' initial refusal to acknowledge the woman even more striking. 

The exchange between the woman and Jesus begins when she falls (TTpocriTTEcrEv) 

at his feet (Mark). Matthew has the woman kneel (TTpocrEKUVEt, lit, "she prostrated 

herself')240 before him. Matthew's change may reflect his desire to emphasize the 

woman's inferior position or to stress a posture of prayer or supplication. Matthew 

includes the additional information that the disciples ask Jesus to send the woman away 

because she was calling out (Kp~El) after them, whereas in Mark there is no mention of 

the disciples at all. This, along with Jesus' declaration that he has only come to the lost 

between rigid socialization, particularly of girls, and the widespread existence of hysteria, anorexia and 
hypochondriacal tendencies and the somatization of conflicts. 

239 Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon, 461. 
240 Danker (Greek-English Lexicon) notes that this term refers to the custom of prostrating oneself 

before persons and kissing their feet or the hem of their garment, or the ground. 
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sheep of the house of Israel, suggests Matthean theological shaping intended to 

emphasize the primary place of the Jews in salvation. 

The offensive nature of Jesus' response ("Let the children first be fed, for it is not 

right to take the children's bread and throw it to the dogs."[Mark 7:27]) has been the 

source of endless debate and confusion among scholars who have tried every possible 

means ofrendering the statement less offensive than it appears on a first reading.241 

However, the sheer offensiveness of these words supports their authenticity since, as 

Sharon Ringe has noted, it is difficult to imagine the church wanting to portray Jesus as 

one who first insults someone and then is corrected for this hostile saying. 242 Matthew 

adds insult to injury by removing Mark's "Let the children be fed first" and thus the 

provisional nature of Mark's Jesus' statement. As David Sim has observed, while Mark's 

chronological statement leaves room for the gentiles, Matthew's does not. In fact, Sim 

argues that the very point of the healing of the gentile woman is that it was unusual and 

that Jesus did, on occasion, show compassion to gentiles, but only when they exhibited 

great faith. 243 

While giving table scraps to household dogs is assumed in Greek literature, 244 and 

this might diminish slightly the impact of Jesus' words, it is difficult to know how dogs 

were viewed within Jesus' immediate Jewish Palestine context. Jesus' comment may 

241 These attempts include the idea that Jesus is simply expressing his priority for the Jewish 
nation, the idea that the term for dogs, Kuvapta should be rendered 'puppies' making it less offensive, and 
understanding the 'bread' as metaphorical. However, in the ancient world dogs were generally viewed with 
contempt. This is evident both in the Hebrew Bible (Isa 56: 10-11; Ps 58:7-9), which represents an earlier 
period, and in the literature of the first-century. See e.g., Philo, Dec. 23; 115. Thus, even ifKuvapta is read 
as 'puppies,' this does not necessarily remove the offensive nature of the comment. 

242 Sharon Ringe, "The Gentile Woman's Story," 68. 
243 Sim, The Gospel of Matthew and Christian Judaism, 224. 
244 See, e.g., Aristotle Gen. an. 2.6=744b; Apuleius Metam. 7.14; Philostratus life 1.19. 
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simply affirm his own sense of priority; first the children (Jews) should be fed, and then 

the dogs (gentiles) receive what is leftover.245 If we assume that the words (or at least the 

sentiment expressed by them) reflect an early tradition, how do we account for them? As 

we have already seen, there were clear social, political and economic tensions between 

the Tyrians and the Galileans in the first century, especially around access to food. 

If these tensions, rather than purely theological motives, were behind Jesus' 

response, it would mean that Jesus was initially expressing a prejudice toward the woman 

and refusing to heal her daughter because of the fact that bread (here symbolizing food in 

general) was literally being taken from Galilee (which was mostly Jewish) and put into 

the mouths of the inhabitants of Tyre. His obvious prejudice toward the Tyrians may 

work together here in a double entendre; i.e., Jesus is both referring to physical bread and 

to the house of Israel generally, including Judea (Bethlehem literally means "house of 

bread").246 If, in addition, the woman belonged to the upper stratum of society, Jesus' 

insult would be even more stinging, since he, who was not a member of the upper 

stratum, would be insulting a person who was by calling her a dog. It is important to note 

that the reversal is not intra-Jewish, but between Jews and gentiles. 

The denotive kernel of this saying only maintains that just as one prefers children to 
dogs, so his first concern is for the Jews. But surrounding the denotative kernel is an 
associative field conditioned by the historical situation. It is evoked by the choice of 
image: when people mentioned food in the border regions of Tyre and Galilee, and also 
spoke of children (=Jews) and dogs (=Gentiles), they simultaneously addressed the 
general economic situation, determined by a clear hierarchy that was just as clearly 
reversed by Jesus' words.247 

245 So Luz, Matthew, 2: 340-41. 
246 This understanding of the bread also fits into Matthew's metaphorical use of bread in this 

section (13:53-16:12). 
247 Theissen, The Gospels in Context, 75. 
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Surprisingly, the woman acknowledges the validity of Jesus' comment, and provides a 

witty response, noting that even the dogs are allowed to glean the crumbs that fall from 

the table. 

If this story is based in a historical incident, Jesus' initial rejection of the woman's 

request may also reflect a conservative stance on his part in relation to boundary issues 

with gentiles, which begins to change because of the woman's persistence and wit.248 

Thus, Jesus' response to the woman in Mark ("because of this word go your way" [01a 

T00Tov TOV ')..6yov unayE]), makes more sense than Matthew's "O woman, great is your 

faith!" which makes the daughter's restoration to health dependent on the woman's faith. 

In contrast, Mark's Jesus acknowledges the woman's ability to tum the conversation and 

his own prejudicial response on its head. Her answer demonstrates both humour and 

steely determination. While she accepts Jesus' categories and her inferior status to both 

Jesus and by implication to the Jews, she nevertheless persists in her request for healing. 

As a result of her response, Jesus tells her that her daughter has been healed and the 

demon is gone. 

In summary, the exorcism of the Syro-Phoenician woman's daughter as recorded 

by Mark, suggests that questions of ethnicity, borders, economics and food play a role in 

Jesus' initial refusal to heal the woman's daughter. When the woman accepts Jewish 

superiority and does so with humour and wit, Jesus relents. Thus, ifthere is a historical 

core to this exorcism it would also provide further confirmation that Jesus operated at the 

margins of Jewish society, both geographically and socially. Although some have argued 

248 William Loader, "Challenged at the Boundaries: Conservative Jesus in Mark's Tradition," 
JSNT 63 ( 1996), 45-61. 
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against the historicity of this account based on the unlikelihood that Jesus would have 

visited Tyre and Sidon, from a sociological and anthropological perspective, this makes 

perfect sense. Thus, Jesus' foray across the border into Syria is not necessarily out of 

character, and an exorcism in the region of Tyre is historically plausible. 

5.4 Conclusions 

In this chapter we have suggested that two overlapping understandings of spirits 

are reflected in the New Testament gospels, as in the ancient world generally. The first is 

the belief that illnesses could be caused by evil spirits. This view is especially evident in 

the exorcism of the boy with a spirit, who is described as possessed by a spirit of 

muteness and deafness, but may also be present in the exorcism of the Syrophoenician 

woman's daughter. Second, evil or unclean spirits were thought to have possessed certain 

individuals, and this possession was partly a reflection of the socio-political context of 

oppression. 

Our examination of the four exorcisms found in Mark has shown that embedded 

in these accounts are traditions that contain common elements. These include 1) a 

confrontation between Jesus and the unclean spirit, which includes a violent struggle 

(with the exception of the exorcism of the Syro-Phoenician woman's daughter) that is 

unlikely to have been invented by the early church; 2) a tendency in both Matthew and 

Luke to downplay the violent and graphic elements of the exorcisms in Mark, suggesting 

discomfort with the rawness of the events, but a desire to remain faithful to the received 

tradition; 3) incantational language that reflects what is found in other ancient Jewish and 
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Greek texts. The most significant discovery we made in this vein was that in two 

exorcisms ascribed to Jesus, the roles of the exorcist and spirit have been reversed, with 

the spirit attempting to ward off Jesus by exhibiting knowledge of him. 

4) In all four exorcisms, a case can be made for marginality in some form or 

another. Capemaum, Jesus' home base, and the location of the first exorcism, was on the 

geographic margins of Galilee. Although Capemaum was not a large or important city, it 

could nevertheless have proved strategic for Jesus if he wanted to unite Israel by 

reincorporating traditionally Jewish areas. The exorcism of the Gerasene Demoniac 

occurs across the lake in the Decapolis, which is geographically marginal from the 

perspective of Galilee. Social marginality is also evident in the report that the demoniac 

lived among the tombs and was possessed by a large number of spirits. A political 

element, which is reflected in the name given to the spirits, "Legion," is also likely. 

In the case of the boy with the spirit, we can assume marginalization because of 

his unpredictable behavior (i.e. falling into the fire, foaming at the mouth and thrashing 

around). Finally, both the Syrophoenician woman and her daughter are non-Jews from an 

area known for tensions with Jews and with the population of Galilee. In our final 

chapter, we will bring together all strands of evidence to form a portrait of the historical 

Jesus as exorcist. These strands include evidence from the Jewish prophetic tradition, of 

beliefs about evil spirits in the ancient world, the socio-political context and comparative 

anthropological evidence about spirit possession and exorcism. 
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6. Conclusion: Reconstructing Jesus, the Galilean Exorcist 

We began our investigation with two overarching questions: First, what did 

incidents of spirit possession and Jesus' exorcisms as reported in the synoptic gospels 

mean within the specific socio-political and religious context of first-century Galilee and 

Judea? Second, what can a better understanding of Jesus' role as exorcist contribute to 

our understanding of the historical figure of Jesus? We begin with the first question. 

Our study has demonstrated that spirit possession and exorcism are universal 

phenomena which are particularly linked with agrarian societies and with a belief in 

malevolent spirits that have the capacity to possess or afflict persons. Chapter 2 

demonstrated the way in which both Jewish and Greco-Roman belief systems included 

the understanding that spiritual forces were involved in affliction and later in possession, 

as well as in the unfolding of political events. 

Chapter 3 showed that Galilee was an agrarian society which was also 

experiencing foreign rule and widespread poverty and unrest. As a result, we have shown 

that these two aspects of the first-century context-the spiritual and the political-deeply 

shaped the understanding of both political events and illnesses and spirit possession. 

Since by necessity Jesus was a product of both his spiritual heritage and milieu and of his 

socio-political context, he too must have shared these views of the way the world 

functioned. Thus, it is within this cultural framework that we can best understand Jesus' 

exorcisms. 

In our examination of the evidence related to Jesus himself, our discussion in 

chapter 4 demonstrated that Jesus was known in the earliest traditions as a spirit-filled 

313 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

exorcist. This was evident in two major ways. First, his baptism and vision at the 

beginning of his public mission bore striking similarities to the experiences of prophets 

reported in the Hebrew Bible and to shaman-healers across cultures. Second, Mark's 

account of Jesus being cast by his possessing spirit into the wilderness and the details of 

his trials in Q correspond closely with the experiences of healers and exorcists across 

cultures, and specifically with those of mediums. Thus, the portrait of Jesus that was 

sketched using textual and anthropological evidence indicates that Jesus role as healer and 

exorcist were aspects of the larger role of medium in the context of first-century agrarian 

Galilee. 

Mediums are part of the lower to middle social stratum, exhibit informal 

leadership and experience involuntary spirit possession, at least initially. These figures 

typically also begin their careers with spontaneous spirit possession which is initially 

uncontrolled. After successfully facing a period of trials, this initially involuntary 

experience develops into the ability to heal and exorcise spirits from others. In addition, it 

seems very likely that Jesus saw himself and was seen by others as standing within the 

Jewish prophetic tradition, and that his prophetic role and his role as exorcist/healer were 

connected. 

We also demonstrated in chapter 4 that in both Mark and Q, Jesus was accused of 

being possessed by the demon Beelzebul and in Mark and John of being mad. The term 

Beelzebul appears also to have been connected with foreign gods, and when applied to 

Jesus, was meant to discredit him as an exorcist. The application of anthropological 

analysis to this material revealed that accusations against healers are a common and 

314 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

universal way of discrediting an opponent who threatens the status quo. At the same time, 

the response from the crowds appears to have been generally positive, confirming what 

anthropological studies of deviance and spirit possession have shown, that responses to 

healers and exorcists depend on the social position of both the observer and the 

exorcist/healer in relation to the larger social group and on whether the possession is 

viewed as beneficial to the community. 

When we examined the exorcisms themselves we discovered several significant 

issues. First, the term "unclean spirit," which is found both in the extra-canonical Jewish 

literature of the Second Temple period and in the earliest stratum of gospel material, 

likely reflects early Jesus traditions rooted in Palestinian understandings of the nature of 

possessing spirits. This is particularly significant for understanding Jesus' exorcisms, 

since the designations "clean" and "unclean," are linked with Jewish concerns about 

maintaining clear purity boundaries. 1 

From an anthropological perspective, first-century Jewish Palestine was a purity 

society that defined itself in terms of physical, religious and social boundaries, expressed 

through dietary restrictions, Sabbath observance and monotheism.2 This way oflife was 

also related to orientation to the Jerusalem temple with its "holy of holies" at the centre of 

purity or holiness with purity gradually decreasing as one moved away from the Temple 

to the borders of Israel. Purity was achieved partly through maintaining Torah obedience 

in such a way as to remain "distinct" or separate as a people from other peoples.3 In the 

1 See discussion in 2.2. 
2 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 124. 
3 See Borg, Jesus in Contemporary Scholarship, 107-9. 
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Jewish literature, for example, gentiles are at times depicted as unclean and as dangerous, 

and evil or unclean spirits are associated with that which was marginal or "other." The 

unclean spirits that took possession of Galilean persons may then have functioned 

simultaneously as idioms of distress which both expressed their marginal status within 

Judaism and acknowledged that their socio-religious world had been compromised by 

what was seen as "unclean." 

All four exorcisms found in Mark show evidence of being rooted in historical 

events, even if parts have been modified or contain later Christian interpretation, and we 

saw that a socio-historical and political analysis of all evidence provided a cogent and 

plausible basis for understanding the impact of Jesus public activity as exorcist. In 

addition, all four exorcisms reflect in some way marginality, which as we have shown is 

linked with a dualistic understanding of the universe. 

In the case of the exorcism in the Capernaum synagogue, marginality may be as 

simple as the location itself, near the eastern border of Galilee. In the case of the Gerasene 

Demoniac, marginality is reflected in the location of the Decapolis, which was outside of 

Jewish territory, but part of what Jews saw as legitimately belonging to them, and an area 

of conflict between Jews and non-Jews. Finally, the exorcism at a distance of the Syro­

Phoenician woman's daughter reflects cultural and geographic marginality in relation to 

Jewish Galilee. This is present both in the foreign status of the woman and her daughter 

and in the location (in Syria) of the exorcism. 

In addition, from a sociological perspective, Jesus was similar to his 

contemporaries, both of the prophetic-messianic type and of the banditry type. This does 

316 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

not mean that his activities were identical, but that his place within the social structure 

was very similar to theirs. His activities may have challenged the authorities in a slightly 

less overt way. However, his baptism by John, and perhaps discipleship with him, suggest 

that although the two men were different in certain respects, they both led movements 

which were perceived to be a threat, and were consequently brutally suppressed, like 

those of their contemporaries. As a result, we can say that although Jesus' tools may have 

been different from some of his contemporaries, the meaning of his activities may have 

been very similar; to address through his healings and exorcisms the plight of the poor 

rural Galilean and to enable them to both express their frustration with aspects of the 

socio-political and religious situation and to be healed in the process. 

Thus, I am proposing that Jesus was deeply connected with what was marginal in 

his own society (Galilee), and that this interaction with those who were possessed by 

unclean spirits was controversial. Jesus' exorcisms of unclean spirits brought out into the 

open the issues raised through possession by unclean spirits, and this was one of the 

reasons he was targeted by the Jewish and Roman leadership. 

The specific interactions Jesus had with the unclean spirits are also significant for 

understanding the historical man. With the exception of the exorcism of the Syro­

phoenician woman's daughter, which contains no direct encounter between Jesus and the 

possessing spirit, all exorcisms indicate that a struggle occurred between Jesus and spirits 

he attempted to exorcise. This suggests that in the earliest traditions and in the initial 

period of his public activity, he was not always successful in his first attempts to cast out 

unclean spirits and intimates a historical Jesus who, like healers and exorcists across 
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cultures, struggled initially with his abilities and was vigorously challenged by the spirits 

he encountered. This hypothesis is further suggested by the reports in two of the 

exorcisms (at Capemaum and at Gerasa) that the unclean spirits tried to ward Jesus off by 

displaying their knowledge of his identity and by using incantational language, which is 

typically used by an exorcist rather than the spirits to remove demons. 

The presence of a crowd at every exorcism is also significant and confirms the 

social component of the exorcisms. The exorcisms of possessed persons in the 

community functioned as the transformation of the identity of the possessed individual, 

which also affected the community. In addition, the crowds provide important evidence 

for the link between Jesus' exorcisms and his eventual arrest and execution. 

Our thesis-that Jesus' role as a Jewish Galilean exorcist was deeply rooted in the 

socio-political and cultural context of his time and region, and that demonic spirit 

possession and his exorcisms were not only personal or psychological in nature, but social 

and political-has been demonstrated. By applying the results of contemporary 

anthropological studies of spirit possession and sociological and archaeological studies to 

the New Testament gospel depictions of Jesus' role as exorcist, we have shown that the 

religious, social and political were deeply interconnected in first-century Galilee. We 

have demonstrated further that many of those who experienced spirit possession were 

reflecting on and contributing to a broader discourse on the problematic nature of living 

under foreign rule and the effects of this on all levels of life, including societal, village, 

family and individual. 
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These insights offer significant contributions to the field of historical Jesus 

studies. First, this study is one of only a handful (and these are very recent) that examines 

Jesus' role as exorcist not only from a textual approach, but also from a socio-political 

and anthropological one. By drawing on evidence in Mark, Q, L, M and John, we have 

established the historical authenticity of the exorcism material and the tradition that Jesus 

was known as an exorcist. We have also linked the reality reflected in the textual tradition 

with the most well established information currently available on the socio-political 

context of early first century Galilee and with observations and studies made by 

anthropologists of the phenomenon of spirit possession across cultures. 

The result is a portrait of Jesus based on both early textual traditions and on 

comparative social scientific analysis, which indicates that across cultures, spirit 

possession is associated with hierarchical agrarian societies and that those who function 

as healers/exorcists or mediums within these contexts are often seen to be subversive. 

Jesus' exorcisms then were very likely perceived to be politically dangerous and 

threatening to the ruling elite, whether Jewish or Roman. 

While one must be cautious about retrojecting modem assumptions back into the 

first century, Josephus' affirmation that the common people had taken refuge at the 

Temple during the struggle between Antigonus and Hyrcanus in 37 BCE and expressed 

their stress by becoming possessed by spirits, challenges this objection by providing 

contemporary evidence for this connection between social and political stress and the 

incidence of spirit possession.4 

4 Josephus, War l.347. 

319 



PhD Thesis - A. Witmer McMaster - Religious Studies 

To return to the questions we began with then: What was the meaning of spirit 

possession in those Jesus encountered, and of Jesus' exorcisms in the particular socio­

political context of Roman Palestine? What can we now say about Jesus as exorcist and 

the impact he and his exorcisms had? First, we can say with confidence that Jesus, like his 

contemporaries, was a product of his first-century Jewish Galilean context. This means 

that we cannot attempt to divorce Jesus from the belief system of his world as though he, 

knowing better, simply healed and cast out demons because this reflected the beliefs of 

those amongst whom he lived. 

Understood from a sociological perspective, Jesus, like his contemporaries, 

believed that the spiritual universe was made up of both good and evil forces, and that 

these forces could bring about illnesses such as muteness, deafness, blindness, paralysis 

or crippling diseases, but could also possess people, speaking through them to express 

issues of concern. 

But Jesus and his contemporaries believed more than this. They believed that 

events occurring in the spiritual universe could impact social and political events on the 

ground and that the two realms of reality were intimately connected. This is evident from 

numerous anthropological studies and from a contemporary of Jesus, Josephus, who also 

links political crisis with spirit possession. 

The possession of the Gerasene Demoniac by unclean spirits may also be 

connected to the presence of the tenth Roman Legion in the area. The Beelzebul 

Controversy provides additional confirmation that Jesus' exorcisms brought criticism 

from the Jewish leadership. The possible linking of Beelzebul with the idea of foreign 
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gods makes the accusation more than just a label of deviance; it connects Jesus' activities 

with what is foreign and with what is therefore evil. 

We are suggesting in this study that Jesus' role as exorcist, and the incidents of 

spirit possession he encountered, were deeply embedded in the socio-political and 

religious environment in which he moved, and reflected and contributed to an ongoing 

discourse amongst the Jewish rural population of Galilee. This discourse encompassed all 

areas of life, but was particularly focussed on the confluence of the spiritual forces in the 

universe which were seen as contributing to socio-political reality on earth. 

In addition, Jesus' activities as healer and exorcist drew large crowds which 

witnessed the transformation of individuals who had been possessed by malevolent 

spirits. Since these spirits functioned as "idioms of distress" which alerted the larger 

community to a problem, and since Jesus' casting out the unclean spirits drew further 

attention to the problem, some among the leadership would have seen them as a threat to 

the status quo. 

Thus, Jesus' exorcisms were perceived by the crowds and by the authorities as 

politically charged and potentially dangerous. These crowds in tum raised the visibility of 

Jesus and his followers, which meant that the authorities became aware of what he was 

doing and sought to eliminate him as a threat. The case for the connection between Jesus' 

exorcisms and the political threat against him is made implicit both in the Beelzebul 

Controversy and in this passage found in Luke, on whose words I rest my case: 

At that time some Pharisees came and said to him, "Get away from here, for Herod 
wants to kill you." He said to them, "Go and tell that fox for me, 'Listen, I am casting 
out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow and on the third day I finish my 
work. Yet, today, tomorrow and the next day I must be on my way, because it is 
impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem"' (Luke 13:31-33). 
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