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… tying up the strong man 

 

Genesis 3:8–15 

Psalm 130 

2 Corinthians 4:13—5:1 

Mark 3:20–35 

 

Text: Genesis 3:12-13; Mark 3:27 

The man said, ‘The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I 

ate.’ … The woman said, ‘The serpent tricked me, and I ate.’ 

But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his property without first tying up the 

strong man; then indeed the house can be plundered. 

 

Introduction 

I wonder, having heard Jesus’ parable about tying up the strongman, if many believers regard 

themselves as plunder.  Yet, as Jesus responds to the charge that he was in league with Satan, his 

parable suggests that this is what we are; Jesus depicts his ministry as tying up a certain ‘strong 

man’ in order to plunder his house.  And in the Genesis story of the fall the serpent depicts the 

presence of the evil one whose objective is to destroy human relationship with God and thus 

wreak havoc for human life.  These Biblical stories are challenging for our culture to hear; talk of 

Satan is considered by many obsolete or simply the subject of dystopian entertainment.   

 

1. Keep in mind that Mark’s gospel is written with beleaguered Christians in mind; believers 

who are suffering under the persecution unleashed by the Roman Emperor Nero; a persecution 

that had seen the Apostles Peter and Paul executed.  Mark’s overwhelming theme is that Jesus 

Christ is victor.  Mark is certain that Jesus who sustained harassed and hurting people in his 

Galilean ministry was present with them to do the same in the empire’s pressure cooker. 

 

As Mark tells his story of ‘the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God,’ the 

picture he paints is of a world shot through and through with spirit and not all spirits are good.  If 

you were reading continuously Mark’s story—beginning in chapter one through to the story in 

chapter three of this accusation that Jesus is in league with Satan—early on you would have read 

of Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness.  You would have noted that the first extensively 

narrated incident of Jesus’ public ministry is of an exorcism.  (Mark 1:28)  You then see that 

people were constantly bringing those possessed by a demon to Jesus because he cast out many 

demons. (Mark 1:32, 34) Further on is the launch of Jesus’ preaching tour throughout Galilee 

that included casting out demons. (Mark 1:39)  The story continues; it was the same everywhere, 

people were swarming to Jesus who, in addition to healing diseases, sent unclean spirits packing. 

(Mark 3:11) Jesus also appointed twelve of his followers to be named apostles and in sending 

them out to proclaim the good news gave them authority to cast out demons. (Mark 3:15) You 

get the picture. 

 

Imagine yourself in Jesus’ mother Mary’s shoes.  Jesus is your son.  And all these stories are the 

talk of the neighbourhood news network.  You hear about the relentless pace of your son’s 

ministry; how people are seeking him out in droves so much so that he can’t even find time to 

cook a meal.  You hear about all the exorcisms and of how ‘whenever unclean spirits saw Jesus, 
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they fell down and shouted. “You are the Son of God!”  We tend to shy away from people who 

talk of demons and exorcisms.  When I speak with people who have first hand experience with 

such things, I can tell you that the subject does not make for comfortable conversation.  In Jesus’ 

day there were no mental health clinics to check someone into; troubled people were considered 

family responsibility.  It is in this context that I think we should understand Jesus’ family coming 

to restrain him because people were saying, “He has gone out of his mind.”  Has he? 

 

The picture painted by Mark’s gospel is that Jesus has come to do spiritual battle.  Jesus’ 

ministry is confrontational.  He has come to combat and defeat forces determined to counteract 

God’s intentions for human well-being.  Some have suggested that the narrative location of this 

parable about a thief “tying up the strong man” suggests it serves as a mission statement for 

Jesus’ entire ministry.  The antagonists in Mark’s gospel are not human ignorance and religio-

political authority; they are spiritual forces, things that oppress human bodies and minds and 

defy human attempts to subdue them.  

 

Our Lord insists that he came to wrest the creation out of the grip of a spirit-opponent whose 

range is nothing less than cosmic.  In the words of the apostle John, he came to “destroy the 

works of the devil.” (1 John 3:8) To no one’s surprise, then, throughout his public ministry 

Christ is opposed. To be sure, he’s opposed by political authorities, religious authorities, family, 

friends, and even disciples.  At bottom, however, regardless of the form in which opposition 

comes to him or the quarter from which it comes, he’s ultimately opposed by the evil one 

himself.  He contends with his foe for every inch of ground that his foe has illegitimately 

occupied.  No occupier retreats willingly; an occupier must be routed.  In other words, Christ’s 

ministry is unrelenting conflict. 

 

I note with you that Mark makes a distinction between mental illness and demon possession.  He 

notes the accusation of some that ‘Jesus has gone out of his mind”, literally, ‘he is beside 

himself’ as distinct from the accusation that “he has Beelzebul.’   This name Beelzebul is very 

close to a word that means ‘Lord of the flies.’  (Some of you will know William Golding’s novel 

by that title about a group of British boys stranded on an uninhabited island.)  We are not sure 

where this name in Mark’s gospel comes from but Mark uses it as an interchangeable name for 

Satan.  The accusation, ‘he has Beelzebul’, comes from scribes from Jerusalem, having heard of 

the wonders of Jesus’ ministry.  You might think they would be glad to see people delivered of 

these afflictions beyond their control.  Yet they are hostile to Jesus.  The church of Jesus Christ 

experiences similar hostility today; her proclamation that we live in the midst of a raging 

spiritual conflict is met with incredulity. 

 

Jesus makes clear, in the form of a parable, the scope of what he is doing in his freeing of the 

demon-possessed.  Jesus is coming to plunder Satan’s household and bring about his end, not by 

division from within but by stealth and force from without.  Jesus, who was stronger than John 

the Baptist (1:7), is stronger than the strong man Satan too.  Mark wants his readers, set upon by 

the powers of Rome, to be assured of our victorious Lord.  Jesus’ stealthy binding of the powers 

of evil ultimately undermines Satan so completely that even when he appears to have succeeded 

in destroying Jesus in the crucifixion, the very destruction of the Son issues not in defeat but in 

the wonder of the victory of God. 
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Jesus wants his followers to know that besides the inner spiritual conflict with sin there is a 

spiritual conflict which rages “out there.”  The strong man of this spiritual force is no match for 

Jesus.  I note with you that though the attacks are raging the disciples are kept safe by him.  Lots 

of believers know what many have called the dark night of the soul.  Martin Luther felt these 

attacks; while at Wartburg when he was alone in a kind of exile even while he was translating the 

Bible; legend has it that he threw an inkwell at the devil.  Mother Teresa was known to have 

thrown holy water at the devil during a dark night of her own.  Jesus assures us that in clinging to 

him in faith, the One more powerful has us firmly in his grasp.  

 

2.  Whenever this story is read, Jesus’ saying about the blasphemy that can never be forgiven 

makes believers nervous.  What is the ‘blasphemy against the Holy Spirit” of which Jesus 

speaks. I want to address this because I don’t want any to be second guessing God’s forgiveness. 

 

First, in probing Jesus’ meaning I want to emphasize as forcefully as I can this point: whenever, 

in the course of his earthly ministry, Jesus speaks of sin, he always speaks of mercy and pardon 

in the next breath and he always magnifies the forgiveness of God. 

 

Peter asks Jesus how many times a disciple should forgive the person who offends. Seven times 

would surely be more than enough. “Seventy times seven is more like it”, says Jesus, “there’s no 

limit to the forgiveness we must press upon those who offend us.” If Jesus insists there’s to be no 

limit to our forgiveness, it’s absurd to think there would be any limit to God’s. Jesus reinforces 

this point through the parable of the unforgiving servant. The bottom line of the parable is lucid: 

the servant ought to have forgiven his neighbour simply because God had already poured 

limitless forgiveness, inexhaustible forgiveness, upon the servant himself.  God’s pardon is 

immeasurable and inexhaustible. Wherever Jesus speaks severely, he speaks tenderly in the very 

next breath. 

 

Wherever Jesus goes in his earthly ministry he lavishes pardon on anyone at all who looks 

penitently to him. In fact, it’s his joyful welcome of notorious sinners, his large-hearted, open-

handed acceptance of them, that lands him in so much trouble.  It was his eating with sinners that 

brought murderous rage down on the head of Jesus. To eat with someone meant, in first century 

Palestine, that you and he were knit together in undeflectable intimacy; there was no open or 

hidden impediment to your cherishing each other. 

 

The truth is, you and I are sinners to the core. Our Reformation foreparents spoke of us all as 

totus peccator, sinner throughout. There is no one part of my being or personality that is sin-free 

and by means of which the rest of me can be saved. Because my thinking is sin-disordered my 

thinking can’t save my will and my affections. Because my will is disordered I can’t will myself 

into correcting my thinking or my affections. Because my affections are disordered (I love what I 

should repudiate and repudiate what I should love) my misaligned affections can’t correct my 

distorted thinking or my perverted willing. I am simply totus peccator, sinner throughout. 

 

At the same time, I rejoice with my Reformation foreparents who knew that all Christ’s people 

are also totus iustus, forgiven throughout. There is no part of our being or personality that God’s 

pardon doesn’t reach. God’s mercy is like penetrating oil: it gets into cracks and crevices and 

recesses of all kinds, most of which, in fact, can’t be seen by even the sharpest-sighted. Yet his 
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mercy unfailingly penetrates to the core, the same core that our sinnership taints. God’s pardon 

always outstrips our perversity. 

 

Then what does our Lord mean when he speaks of that blasphemy against the Holy Spirit which 

will not be forgiven? Throughout his public ministry Jesus has been freeing people from the grip 

of evil. He has done so in the power of the Holy Spirit (which is to say the power of God in our 

midst). And then he comes upon some hostile people who maintain that he isn’t freeing people in 

the power of the Spirit. They maintain that so far from freeing people from the grip of evil in the 

power of the Spirit, Jesus is in league with evil and is victimizing gullible people in the power of 

evil. In other words, our Lord’s enemies are slandering his work. What Jesus insists is a work of 

God (the Spirit being the power of God in our midst), his enemies pronounce evil. 

 

They are slandering Christ’s work; the Greek verb translated ‘blasphemy’ means “to slander”.  

Our Lord’s enemies are slandering his work; and since his work is done in the power of the 

Spirit, they are blaspheming against the Holy Spirit. What is in truth of God, they label devilish; 

what is truly good, they perversely call evil; what is genuinely restorative, they denounce as 

deceptive and destructive.  They are doing exactly what Isaiah had spoken of 700 years earlier: 

“Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for 

darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.” 

 

Please note: it’s not that our Lord’s enemies are slow to see the light. All of us are slow to see the 

light.  Rather, having glimpsed the light they call it darkness; having glimpsed the truth they call 

it falsehood.  They hate so much the truth Jesus brings and the truth he is that they harden 

themselves against the truth. They slander God himself (the Spirit, remember, is the power of 

God in our midst); they slander God himself, denying that God himself is the power by which the 

Son of God does the work of God.  The unforgivable sin is the utter rebellion against God that 

denies God to be the doer of his own deeds.  The blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, then, is a 

deliberate, wilful smearing of the power of God as the force of evil. Blasphemy against the Holy 

Spirit is a deliberate, wilful, ever-hardening denial of what is undeniably the work of God. And 

such hardening, says Jesus, eventually is irreversible.  Could Jesus’ enemies have repented of 

this?  Yes.  Jesus’ point is that such hardening is eventually irreversible. 

 

Conclusion 

The Apostle Paul noted that ‘Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.”  I think he has the 

Genesis story in mind where the serpent appears to be offering enlightenment intimating that 

God was keeping the humans in the dark.  Martin Luther insisted that the God who acts is not the 

only actor; Satan acts too.  God, however, defines himself at the cross; it is at the cross we learn 

to distinguish.  

 

…tying up the strong man… Jesus’ stealthy binding of the powers of evil ultimately undermines 

Satan so completely that even when he appears to have succeeded in destroying Jesus in the 

crucifixion, the very destruction of the Son issues not in defeat but in the wonder of the victory 

of God. 


