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The Value of Human Life – A Comparative Example
Sermonette – Originally Given March 7, 2020, UCG NOVA

I’d like to open today by turning back to Matthew chapter 8 to read a story that stands out for, well, a number of different reasons. It used to be years ago that ministers would hand out packets of “difficult” scriptures for the sermonette folks to research and speak on. I wouldn’t say that this particular scripture is a “difficult” scripture, per se, but it is absolutely a peculiar one. I didn’t look back to see if this story was in one of those old packets, but nevertheless, I think it does warrant a read through today and maybe a little bit of extra focus on what the underlying point of a fairly bizarre story might be.

It’s a story that involves a miracle of Jesus Christ, a demon possessed man and a herd of pigs. Not to give away the whole story, but it doesn’t end well for the pigs. 

So often, there are many layers and nuances to every story found in the bible, and this example is no different. This story is found in three of the four gospels, but we’ll read it out of Matthew’s account. First, let’s get a little bit of the context and series of events that led up to this story in Matthew chapter 8.
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Our story begins on verse 28, but even before this we have a lot of interesting things happening. At the start of chapter 8, Jesus Christ heals a leper, then he heals a Centurion’s servant at the same time He points out the great faith being displayed in a gentile. Then He continues and heals Peter’s mother and many more unnamed individuals besides. 

Then, directly before, in verses 23 through 27, Jesus Christ commands a storm to ceases, and when the storm immediately does, the rest of the disciples are left marveling at their teacher. So you get the context that there were a lot of powerful signs and wonders happening during this time. All of these activities are leading up to verse 28, which is where we are going to dwell for this sermonette.

Let’s pick it up together in Matthew chapter 8 and starting in verse 28.

Matt 8:28 - When He had come to the other side, to the country of the Gergesenes [JER GEE SONS], there met Him two demon-possessed men, coming out of the tombs, exceedingly fierce, so that no one could pass that way.
 29 And suddenly they cried out, saying, "What have we to do with You, Jesus, You Son of God? Have You come here to torment us before the time?"

Already lots of interesting dialog between Jesus and these demons that you could dive into if you had additional time.

 30 Now a good way off from them there was a herd of many swine feeding.
 31 So the demons begged Him, saying, "If You cast us out, permit us to go away into the herd of swine."

I wish there was a little more explanation here about *why* they wanted to go into the pigs, or why they picked pigs at all, or any number of other “why” questions.

 32 And He said to them, "Go." So when they had come out, they went into the herd of swine. And suddenly the whole herd of swine ran violently down the steep place into the sea, and perished in the water. [Mark’s account mentions that there were about 2,000 such pigs]
 33 Then those who kept them fled; and they went away into the city and told everything, including what had happened to the demon-possessed men.
 34 And behold, the whole city came out to meet Jesus. And when they saw Him, they begged Him to depart from their region. 

What in the world is going on here?

We have a demon possessed man, or perhaps two of them, that confront Jesus. Jesus then begins to casts the demons out – but the demons first request to be allowed to go to nearby swine, which then commit wholesale suicide off the cliff. The rest of the village then finds out what happened and beg Jesus not to stay and help others – as you might suspect them to do. But rather they were afraid and immediately ask Jesus to leave.

Quite a strange story, don’t you think? This account is in three of the four gospels, but there are some deviations between the three. For example, here in Matthew, it mentions two men, while the other gospels mention just a single man. There is a slight difference in the name of the location as well. Another interesting observation in this story is that the demons answer back to Jesus after He commands them out. This is the only example, at least that I could find, where this was the case.

And, perhaps most unusual of all, these demons make a request to Jesus. And Jesus actually listens to them and grants their request. And to top the story off, the demons then go kill off and kill a herd of innocent pigs that are minding their own business and living their little piggy lives.

Over the generations, people have come to all sorts of conclusions about this story. Some have even held it up as an example that Jesus Christ hated animals, or maybe hated pigs. Or, at the very least, that this was a set up to get rid of an animal He considered unclean.

Let’s pick this story apart a little bit and see what we can glean from it.

First, like any passage in the bible, there are often many perspectives and lessons you can take from any of Jesus’s examples, stories and parables. As a result, I don’t mean to say that the point I’d like to draw out is the exclude meaning. But I do believe that that one of the core principals of this story is that Jesus Christ was demonstrating a specific point about the value of life. More to the point – the value of human life.

Even though the gospels varied slightly in the name of the physical location where this took place, one thing is certain. And that is that it was in gentile land. Further, Jesus met the man in an unclean place – a cemetery or a burial area. Even more, the man himself was unclean and was filled with unclean spirits. He was spiritual dead. That is an analogy being raised here.

When Christ restores the man and removed the evil spirits, He figuratively restored the man back to life. But instead of rejoicing in this fact, the rest of the town was more focused about the death of animals. The death of the animals was placed in higher importance over the restoration to life in another fellow human being.

This wasn’t unique to this town or this time frame. There are plenty of examples of this in the bible. Any time Jesus healed on the Sabbath, for example, the focus was always on the mechanics of the healing and when the healing took place, rather than on the miraculous healing itself and how that often restored a quality of life to the individual.

Another example, this time of the disciples is found in Acts chapter 16, verses 16 – 24. I’ll just read a couple of these verses.

Acts 16:16 - Now it happened, as we went to prayer, that a certain slave girl possessed with a spirit of divination met us, who brought her masters much profit by fortune-telling.
 17 This girl followed Paul and us, and cried out, saying, "These men are the servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to us the way of salvation."
 18 And this she did for many days. But Paul, greatly annoyed, turned and said to the spirit, "I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her." And he came out that very hour.
 19 But when her masters saw that their hope of profit was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to the authorities.

Instead of any sort of joy about the healing of the slave girl, the entire focus was towards the lost profit. Not much different thought process than what Christ experienced in our original example.

But what about those pesky, harmless pigs that were so unceremoniously sunk in the sea?

Adam Clarke’s commentary points out that often times, someone that had a demon possession was thought to of had a disease. And that they were just a common sort of madman that was mentally sick. So when Jesus performed this miracle using the method that He did, he reiterated that no, this wasn’t just a medical condition of the individual, but rather a spiritual condition.

Jesus Christ didn’t just say some words and the man suddenly started acting normal. But by using the pigs, all of the people around saw that there was an external factor at play. It wasn’t just something made up in the man’s brain – some sort of chemical imbalance. But rather a true spiritual affliction. And when Jesus Christ cast that affliction out, they saw a powerful, undeniable demonstration of what it truly was. It cost the lives of many pigs. But in their deaths, no one within the community could ever doubt what took place.

In a few short chapters from now, the scribes and pharisees will be demanding to see signs and wonders. Here, the people saw a remarkable event whose authenticity could not be questioned. And even if there were doubts, they could just go talk to the person whose life was restored back whole.

In conclusion, this story of the demons and the pigs is a very unique one within the bible. This is one of the only instances, except perhaps the case of the withered fig tree, where a miracle by Jesus Christ caused a destruction of property. All of the others increased in value, gained something positive, or improved a condition. Only this one had the juxtaposition of a figurative restoration of human life contrasted to a destruction of animal life.

Among other things, Christ was able to leave an enduring legacy through this story about the value of human life.

Of course, God cares about His creation, including all of the pigs. But He did allow their lives to be used as an effective contrast, not only for the community that witnessed it, but for millions of people that have read the story ever since. Let us likewise, keep in mind that the spiritual restoration to life is of much greater importance than any physical object.
