
Question #3: 
Why did Jesus drive out demons and put them in pigs (Mark 5:13)? 

The pigs ended up dying and that was really bad for the pigs’ owners.  
Wasn’t that mean? 

  
I really like this question, because it gives us an important insight about Jesus’ ministry. 
The questioner rightly has the sense that there is something strange about this story. It 
seems “out of character” for Jesus to kill two thousand swine without reason. And indeed, 
it was bad for the swine owners. But this leads to another question: who are these swine 
owners? Why would anyone hold swine in this area? After all, we are here in the Jewish 
land; and, in accordance with Old Testament laws, Jews don’t eat swine! What are these 
swine meant for?  
 
Well – Jews did indeed not eat pigs – but there was one group of inhabitants of the land 
who did: Roman soldiers! First century Palestine was occupied territory. The always 
land-hungry Emperor of Rome had invaded the country and made it part of the vast 
Roman Empire. Soldier’s boots were marching through Judea’s and Galilee’s towns.  

It is this empire that Jesus symbolically attacks in the events we hear about in 
Mark 5.  Read the story with me: when he steps out of the boat, coming from the other 
side of the lake of Galilee, a man possessed by a demon comes up to him (Mark 5:2). 
Jesus asks the demon for his name, and the demon answers: “My name is legion, for we 
are many (vs. 9). Some of you might recognize the name “legion.” It is the name used for 
the central units of the Roman army. This man is possessed by “legion”; he had, you 
could say, interiorized the occupation under which he and his people lived, and it has 
driven him to madness. But Jesus liberates the man from the forces that possess him: he 
commands the demon spirit to leave the man. But where will they go? Well, a herd of 
swine is feeding nearby – part of the provision for the Roman army. Maybe the army had 
a base nearby and the soldiers kept these swine themselves; maybe a local farmer was 
herding them so as to sell them to the army. However that be, Jesus sends the demons 
into the swine, and the Roman soldier food runs down the hill and drowns. The once 
occupied man liberated; the Roman army under attack. The Kingdom of God is taking on 
the powers-that-be!  
 
The important conclusion we have to draw from this story is that Jesus is interested in 
politics. He is not just interested in forgiving sinners, or healing the sick, or feeding the 
hungry, but also in recasting the power structures of our world. No, he does not call his 
disciples to take up their swords against the empire, but his attack is no less serious. It’s 
an attack with Kingdom power. We need to read this story in the context of all the other 
stories we have about Jesus’ actions. In all what Jesus does, he embodies the coming of 
the Kingdom of God: God’s act of re-claiming creation, taking on and overcoming the 
powers that be, re-creating creation according to God’s vision. And so he heals the sick, 
because sickness will be overcome. He raises people from the death, because death will 
no longer be. He feeds five thousand with some loafs of bread and a couple of fish, as an 
expression of the abundance of God’s re-created world. And he attacks the Roman 
Empire, because the Kingdom of God brings the end to all powers that currently govern 
creation in a way that God does not want it to be. 



 
Jesus is interested in politics. The Kingdom of God takes on the empires of this world. If 
we read carefully, that’s actually a message we find throughout the New Testament. To 
give one example: throughout his letters, Paul refers to Jesus as “the Lord.” In the 
original Greek it reads “kurios,” and “kurios” was the official title of the Emperor of the 
Roman Empire: the Emperor was seen as Lord of the world. Against this, Paul boldly 
proclaims: not the Emperor, but Jesus is the Kurios, the Lord of this world! It is to Jesus, 
not to Caesar, that is given  

the name above every name, 
so that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bend, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess  
that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:9-11).    

 
You see, there is a reason why Paul was executed by the Romans and Christians started 
to become persecuted. The Romans very well realized what Paul’s confession of the 
Lordship of Jesus meant: a direct attack on the aspirations of all other existing power 
structures.  
 
That Jesus is interested in politics many find hard to swallow. Politics and religion have 
to be kept separate, they say: politics concerns the material conditions of this world; do 
faith and religion not more concern “the spiritual?”  
 Really? If God is the creator of all, of the “spiritual” as well as of the “material’; 
if the future we are looking for is not life “in heaven,” but life in a physical re-creation, as 
Jesus’ resurrection makes clear (see the preceding question); and if Jesus Christ is Lord 
of all, than the material falls not at all outside the scope of Jesus interest. Rather the 
opposite: if it is really true that him is given all power in heaven and on earth, as Jesus 
himself says (Matth. 28:18), this means that everyone else who is wielding power – from 
the Roman Emperor to the American President – is really working with borrowed power 
– that is, power borrowed from Jesus. And he is very interested in what they do with it! 
 
Others agree that Jesus was interested in politics – but, they think, not in all politics, only 
certain aspects of it – in that what the American media call issues concerning “moral 
values.” A good example of this position is Dr. Richard Land of the Southern Baptist 
Convention, who recently said in an interview with a Presbyterian newspaper published 
in the Netherlands: “God has, with all due respect, not an opinion on NAFTA, the North 
American Free Trade Agreement, but he certainly has an opinion on abortion” 
(Reformatorisch Dagblad, April 18, 2008). However, this position is hardly sustainable 
either. Certainly, if God is the creator of all of life, then God has an opinion on abortion; 
but wouldn’t God for the same reason also have an opinion on economical issues?  There 
is a reason why twice as many verses in the Bible are devoted to money as to faith and 
prayer! If Jesus is the Kurios, the Lord of all, he is also the Lord of our trade agreements, 
our economic structures, of food distribution and farm subsidies, of subprime mortgage 



lenders and pharmaceutical companies, and so on. And we might want to ask ourselves 
very seriously: what does that mean?    
 
For everyone who doesn’t take the claims of Jesus’ lordship serious, the New Testament 
ends with a startling last document: the Book of Revelation. We main-line church folks 
have a tendency to ignore this book and leave it to others to run with – to our detriment.  

The book is not only the last book of the Bible, but also the youngest. It was 
written somewhere between 90 – 100 AD. In this book Jesus’ attack on the empire, once 
started with a small, symbolic gesture against some swine in the hills of the Gerasenes, 
comes to full force.  

The book is addressed to seven small, second generation Christian communities in 
the Western part of the Roman Empire, in current day Turkey. The problem with these 
communities was that they wanted to have their cake and eat it too. Yes, they were 
Christians - but they also wanted to be loyal Romans. They had fallen victim to the 
propaganda of the empire, lured by its wealth and status. And so, they had “abandoned 
the love they had first” (Rev. 2:4); they became “lukewarm, neither cold not hot” (Rev. 
3:15).  

Against the illusion that you can be both a loyal Christen and a loyal Roman, the 
book wants to make clear that the empire lies under divine judgment. The book starts 
with the appearance of Christ in his full royal power, “the ruler of the kings of the earth” 
(Rev. 1:5). In the next chapters the judgments are poured out on the empire, plague after 
plague, punishment after punishment. Finally, in chapter eighteen the ordeals receive a 
grand finale in the judgment on the center of the empire, the city of Rome, in the book 
symbolized as Babylon.  
 In the course of these visions we get to hear of all kinds of sins and vices that are 
thought to be characteristic of the empire, and that have made it ripe for judgment. 
Somewhere in the Greek text of the book we even hear of pharmakoi, those who 
practiced abortion (Rev. 21:8). But when it comes to the judgment’s grand finale, the 
judgment on the city of Rome, who are portrayed as Rome’s closest friends, the ones who 
cry over her and who are the most hurt by Christ’s attack on the empire? – “And the 
merchants of the earth weep and mourn over her, since no one buys their cargo anymore, 
cargo of gold, silver, jewels and pearls, fine linen, purple, silk and scarlet, all kinds of 
scented wood, all articles of ivory, all articles of costly wood, bronze, iron, and marble, 
cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, olive oil, choice flour and wheat, 
cattle an sheep, horses and chariots, slaves – and human lives” (Rev. 18:11-13).        
 
What we cannot learn from a simple question about Jesus and pigs!     
            
 
 


