
This means war
Luke 4:31-44

‘Miraculous healing?  Demon possession?  I mean, this following Jesus thing 
is all very well, but we don’t need to be ignorant and gullible about all this 
supernatural stuff with it, do we?’

Luke - a doctor and an historian - says in Luke 4:31-44 that people with evil 
spirits were exorcised and people with all sorts of illnesses were miraculously 
healed.  And he says that it happened when they encountered Jesus Christ.  
So, should we believe what he says?  21st century Western people have a 
problem with miracles.  ‘I’ve never seen one,’ say most of us.

And we’ve definitely got a problem with ‘demon possession.’  ‘Back then,’ we 
say, ‘people didn’t know any better.  What they call, “demon possession,” we 
call “mental illness.”  It’s not the people who wrote the Bible’s fault; they just 
weren’t as advanced and mature in their understanding of psychological 
health as we are now.’

‘But to talk of demon possession these days,’ we say, ‘is damaging, 
stigmatising and irresponsible when we’re dealing with people living with 
mental health problems.  So the right thing to do is ditch all this supernatural 
nonsense about demons,’ so the argument goes.

There’s a good point there.  Equating mental ill health with demon possession 
is a serious and damaging error.  But it’s not the Bible that’s doing that.  It’s 
21st century Western people who don’t believe the Bible who clumsily mix 
these things when they’re talking about the ‘religious viewpoint.’

Luke doesn’t equate mental ill health with demon possession, so why should 
we?  The experience that Luke describes people suffering in this passage is 
quite different from the mental health struggles that many of us live with and 
know about all too well.

Mental health issues have impersonal, psychological underpinnings, and it’s 
something people live with and manage and sometimes gradually overcome.  
What Luke describes here is something different.

In v.33, Luke uses three Greek words together to express what influence the 
man confronting Jesus in the Capernaum synagogue was under - ‘spirit… 
unclean… demon.’  The word ‘spirit’ might be a good or bad thing; the word 
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‘unclean’ might be an everyday kind of thing; even the word ‘demon’ could 
have a fairly neutral meaning in that culture.

But Luke puts these words together to make a point - this man was under the 
influence of a personal, spiritual power that was evil in nature.  Something 
outside of himself, oppressing and binding this man.  Luke claims - and many 
parts of the non-Western 21st century world will absolutely testify to this as 
well - that there is such a thing as the power of evil.

And this power does bind some people in the kind of way we read about here 
in Luke 4.  What’s more important, Luke claims that Jesus sets people free 
from this.  And it happens, not gradually over years, but in one dramatic 
instant.

He also claims that miracles happen.  And of course they do.  You can’t be a 
Christian unless you believe that miracles happen - for the very simple 
reason that the whole thing rests on believing that Jesus Christ physically 
rose from death.  The Bible says, ‘if that didn’t happen, your faith is a useless 
waste of time.’  And what bigger, more naturally unlikely miracle could there 
be than that?

It’s true, we don’t see miracles happening left, right and centre like we see 
here in Luke 4 as Jesus sets about healing a whole town.  They are rarely 
enough reported in our churches, never mind our world.  But they do seem to 
happen where the good news about Jesus is being preached in a place for 
the first time.

Luke is writing the account of the good news about Jesus being preached for 
the first time in this world.  And miraculous healings were unfolding like a red 
carpet for that announcement.  Across the world, where the gospel is coming 
to peoples and places for the first time, the non-Western church is reporting 
miracles.

Here in Europe, the red carpet was rolled out a long time ago.  The good 
news has been echoing round these parts for centuries, though it’s not being 
shouted very loudly now.  There’s plenty of noise coming from ‘reason’ and 
consumerism and politics and tolerance and postmodernism - but the good 
news is still there for people who want to hear it.

If you have ears to hear what the Bible says about supernatural things, you’ll 
hear God testify that He can and does do miraculous things when and where 
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He wishes.  And there is such a thing as the battle between good and evil.  
Or, as we’ve said before - more accurately, God and evil.

We’ve read about the first battle that Jesus won in the desert, holding out 
against the Devil at the start of this chapter.  Well, here in vv.31-44, Jesus 
goes on the offensive.  Here in the Capernaum synagogue, as Jesus 
preaches the same good news of freedom for human beings that He 
preached in Nazareth, the man with the evil spirit interrupts.

Both in vv.34 and 41 when the demons speak, a more literal translation of the 
text might be, ‘Leave us alone!’  The powers of evil in this world are unsettled, 
unrooted and shaken by the words that Jesus speaks and the actions that He 
performs.  They say, ‘what have you to do with us, Jesus - what do you want?  
Have you come to destroy us?’

The powers of evil are troubled, like one kingdom being disturbed by 
another’s provocative military action.  They are asking Jesus Christ, ‘Are you 
starting on us?  Are you declaring war on us?’  And the emphatic answer that 
Jesus gives in this passage is, ‘YES!!’

With every demon that He casts out from afflicted people in this passage, He 
says, ‘Yes - this means war.’  The powers of evil oppressing every man, 
woman and child in this world should shudder; the manifestations of evil in 
communities and across nations will be shattered, because Jesus says, ‘This 
means war.’

The Heavens and the Earth will shake, because Jesus says to evil, ‘Yes - I 
have come to destroy you.  It starts now, in a little fishing town in the Middle 
East.  I will break you when you think you have defeated me on a cross.

‘I will ramp it up, as my Church in this world battles in my name every 
expression of evil in the power of the Holy Spirit I will send them.  And I will 
return to dismiss every last vestige of evil that remains in all creation.  See, I 
am making all things new.  This means war.’

Is there a supernatural battle between God and evil?  What’s the evidence for 
your answer?

Some of us will have answered ‘no’ to that question.  And the evidence that 
you may have marshalled might really be ‘a lack of evidence to prove 
otherwise.’
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But then others of us will have answered ‘yes’ to that question.  And you 
might have spoken of the reality of evil in this world, or of remarkable 
transformations in yourself or other people physically, spiritually, socially or 
emotionally that point towards the power of God setting people free.

Like always, my job is to communicate what the Bible has to say about this, 
and invite you to consider whether you trust God or not.  The Bible says that 
there is a supernatural reality.  A battle between God and evil.  From Genesis 
3 through to the end of history in Revelation 22, that battle rages.

But the Bible does not want us to fear this war of liberation that Jesus has 
started.  Because the Bible declares that Jesus has already won the war.  
This is not a battle between two equal opponents, but one where a little bully 
called evil has been well and truly clobbered by a much bigger, stronger and 
better person called Jesus.

We see this uneven fight even here in Luke 4, at the very beginning of Jesus’ 
ministry.  What we read about is Jesus’ sheer authority over every power that 
detracts from human life.  There’s no tense tug of war here.  Jesus simply 
speaks, and people are set free.

vv.32 and 36 repeat the word ‘authority.’  People in Capernaum are amazed 
at the authority of Jesus.  In vv.35, 39 and 41, we read the language of 
rebuke - Jesus rebukes evil and He rebukes illness.  He has authority over 
these things to cast them away and set people free.  He is the Son of God, 
and with just a word He defeats what human beings have wrestled with and 
struggled under for lifetimes.

And the way that Jesus uses His authority to set people free is a reminder of 
His mission in this world.  Last week, we looked at the mission that Jesus 
announced at Nazareth - to set human beings free from everything that 
detracts from the wholeness of human life.

That includes the universal problems of sin and death hanging over every 
human being, and the particular problems that particular human beings have 
in exclusion, debt, addiction, homelessness, illness, poverty, idolatry and 
many other things.

Here in Luke 4:31-44, we see Jesus actually getting to work on this mission.  
And it’s really helpful to see the first things He set about doing.  You may 
have noticed that vv.31-41 all take place on one Sabbath day.  On day 1 of 
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Jesus’ ministry in action, He preached.  He spent time in a friend’s home.  
And He healed a whole community of people of a variety of sicknesses.

Those who think that talking about sin and the need to be forgiven to have a 
relationship with God now and forever is central to Jesus’ mission are 
absolutely right.  But those who say that it must be the first thing, the priority 
over caring about the suffering people go through or the injustices that are 
perpetrated against them, are wrong.

Jesus is going to speak a great deal about sin, repentance and forgiveness in 
Luke’s gospel.  But He is going to speak and act just as much concerning 
illness, suffering, evil both spiritual and institutional, and justice.  All of this is 
Jesus’ priority and mission.  So it must be His Church’s priority and mission 
too.

It’s a big mission, though.  It costs a lot; physically, mentally, emotionally, 
spiritually.  It’s the sort of thing that requires taking rest and time out pretty 
often.  And that’s what we find Jesus doing in v.42.  ‘At daybreak Jesus went 
out to a solitary place.’

Jesus took time to get away from folk.  To be away from the constant 
demands that come from interacting with human beings who need to be set 
free from sin, death, pain, illness, grief, worry, guilt, loneliness, etc. etc. etc.

Jesus did this pretty often.  We’ve already seen Him spend time away and 
time alone preparing for His ministry in the desert.  He’s taking time away 
after an incredibly demanding day here in v.42.  And we’ll see it repeated 
throughout Luke’s report.  The mission required regular time away from its 
demands.  And the mission benefitted from that refreshment.

You might see where I’m going with this, and perhaps assume that I’m talking 
about ministry teams needing seasons of ‘taking a break.’  But every human 
being knows this need, actually.  And every Christian who is joining in with 
Jesus’ mission to set people free needs this if Jesus Himself did.

Getting time away from the demands of the family… the demands of the 
workplace…  the demands of church service.  All of you know that this seems 
like a nice idea, but it’s easier said than done.

Well, it was easier said than done for Jesus, too.  No sooner had He snuck 
away for a bit of space than the crowds surrounded Him again and pressed 
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their demands once more.  But that didn’t stop Jesus seizing the opportunity 
when it was there.

Some of you have had opportunities to get a break from the family, or the 
workplace, or from serving in church or elsewhere.  These opportunities might 
be short, and they might be fleeting.  But why not take them and make the 
most of them when you can?

Life and relationships with other people who also need set free by Jesus can 
be incredibly hectic and demanding.  When the natural opportunity for that 
break comes, don’t feel guilty about taking it.  Jesus didn’t.

What opportunities to get away from the demands of other people might be 
on the horizon for you?

Towards the end of this passage, in v.43, Jesus mentions for the first time 
something called ‘The Kingdom of God.’  He says this is what the good news 
is about.  We’re going to hear much more about what it is and what it’s like in 
the chapters to come.

But the very idea of a ‘kingdom’ tells us a lot about what the good news is 
already.  A kingdom, of course, has a King.  And the King is God, we’re told.  
It is the place where God is truly in charge.  Where all other rulers are 
overthrown, and God reigns.

The other thing about a kingdom is that it is a community.  Lots of people live 
there.  Different people, with different jobs, interacting with one another, but 
all under the rule of this king.  And from what we’ve already heard and seen 
of the good news Jesus is bringing, we know what kind of community this is.

It is the community experiencing human wholeness together under the rule of 
God.  I wonder if that puts into words how you feel about church?  I hope so!

The freedom and wholeness that God brings us through Jesus is not a 
private spiritual experience.  Jesus says, it is to be part of a kingdom.  The 
community of people being set free, bit by bit, together, into the fullness of life 
which Jesus brings.

And in this passage, we see different reactions to the good news of this 
Kingdom being preached and performed.  First of all, we’ve got the reaction 
of the evil powers upon whom Jesus has declared war.  Their response is 
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pretty simple, really.  It’s defeat and surrender.  There’s no option for them.  
Jesus has that authority and power.  He speaks, and they are beaten.

It’s a massively heartening thing to read.  Because whilst human beings hum 
and haw and to and fro about ‘is there a God?’ and ‘do you believe in 
Jesus?’, the spiritual powers, like the elements of creation, simply bow to His 
power.

Whilst human beings wrestle with faith and doubt and have a stimulating time 
debating it in coffee shops and books and blogs, the forces of evil aren’t given 
any space to wrestle.  Because they cannot do anything other than surrender 
in defeat to Jesus’ victory over them.

Secondly, we’ve got the reaction of the people of Capernaum.  Now, at first 
reading, they seem to have done much better than the people of Nazareth 
did.  The people of Nazareth, after all, preferred to try to kill Him off than 
accept the kind of good news Jesus had to offer.

Capernaum, on the other hand, listened to the good news about all kinds of 
people being set free by Jesus, and they seemed much more receptive.  We 
read twice that they were ‘amazed’ at His teaching and His actions, in vv.32 
and 36.

But here’s the thing - being impressed by Jesus doesn’t mean that you’ve 
really listened to and accepted His good news.  And the proof that they 
haven’t quite heard Jesus right is in v.42.  The people of Capernaum seek 
Jesus out, they like Him being with them, and they try to stop Him from 
leaving to go to other people.

There’s plenty of people in our churches doing that, too.  ‘Jesus is amazing, 
and we want to get together and talk and think and sing about Him.  But we 
don’t want things to change.  Honestly, we’d be happiest if things just stayed 
the way they are, because things are good here just now.’

Capernaum’s reaction to Jesus was one of amazement and certainly of deep 
appreciation.  But they didn’t want to share Him.  They wanted to keep Him.  
And in that respect, they weren’t much different from Nazareth, whose 
problem was that they didn’t like the idea that God was going out to lost 
people in places other than their own.

Whenever we succumb to the desire to ‘just hold on to Jesus ourselves for a 
little bit…’  - to not share the news with people beyond our church, but to just 
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enjoy hearing it together ourselves - we need to remember what Jesus 
preached and Capernaum did not hear: ‘I have come to bring freedom to 
every human being who will put their trust in me, and this good news must go 
out to all people in all nations.’

Thirdly, we’ve got the reaction of a mother-in-law.  Specifically, Simon Peter’s 
mother-in-law.  And it’s here that we find the kind of reaction to Jesus’ 
preaching of the good news that is positively affirmed in Luke’s gospel.

In vv.38-39, we read that Simon Peter’s mother-in-law had a high fever.  She 
was pretty ill, and Jesus set her free from this.  And we read about what 
happened next: ‘She got up at once and began to wait on them.’

Now, lots of people might well hit a stumbling block here.  ‘Began to wait on 
them?  Oh, that’s charming, isn’t it?  The poor woman’s been lying there ill for 
goodness knows how long, then a man comes along, and alright, He makes 
her better, but then He says, “Stick the kettle on, love, will you?”’

Well before you get too offended, look again and see the beauty in what 
we’re reading.  First of all, the report of this woman being able to go from 
death’s door to getting up and serving people shows how completely healed 
she had been.  It’s testimony to the remarkable power of Jesus.

And secondly, Jesus didn’t ask the woman to ‘pop the kettle on.’  Nobody 
asked her to or told her to.  This woman had been set free by Jesus.  And her 
response was one of gratitude and service.

She wasn’t just impressed by Jesus.  She was so grateful to Him, for what He 
had personally done for her, that she wanted to express that gratitude by 
serving Him in whatever every day way she could.  Is that how you are 
responding to Jesus’ good news?

If you’ve shut the doors to keep Him to yourself, or you’ve found your service 
of Him descend into grumbling, here’s two things from this passage to help 
you.  Get away to a solitary place.  And look again at who you were before 
you met Jesus, and how much He has done and is still doing to set you free.  
And you’ll soon be up to wait on Jesus - whatever He asks, wherever He 
leads.
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