
Binding the strong man 

Proper 5 Mark 3:20-35 

 

Monday is the anniversary of the day on which the 

statue of Edward Colston was pulled down  

and rolled in to the harbour in Bristol. 

 

For some people this incident felt like a triumphal 

bringing down of a potent symbol of white supremacy 

and the reversal of years of suppression.  

It came in the wake of the death of George Floyd,  

an event which I have heard described this week as 

 “an institutional lynching”.  

 

Those events have led many people –  

black, brown and white –  

to ask questions about our place in society,  

our history and our allegiances.  

Many have become aware of the way  

in which the labour of enslaved and trafficked Africans 

created the wealth on which great British cities,  

such as Bristol and Liverpool, were built  

and great British institutions, such as schools, 

universities, museums and art galleries were founded. 

 

 

In this building, the past year has foregrounded the 

contribution of our Victorian benefactors; the Merchant 

Venturers and other wealthy Bristol families  

who so much admired Colston  

as a model of philanthropy  

and who imitated that philanthropy  

in contributing to the fabric of this church,  

paying for the nave in which many of you are now sitting. 

 

There are many ways you might be feeling about that. 

You may feel that you are sitting in toxic space,  

which feels uncomfortable and disturbing.  

You may feel that the quality of the prayer and music 

filling this space Sunday by Sunday  

heals and repairs the history that surrounds us  

and resent the Dean for disturbing your equilibrium.  

Or you may feel a sense of righteous anger  

and be asking yourself,  

what are we going to do about this? 

 

Jesus understood only too well the narratives of Empire. 

He grew up under the rule of an occupying army.  

He also understood the ways in which women and men 

tell stories about power and oppression in their lives.  

He would have recognised the stories being told about 

Colston and George Floyd.  

But he came to tell a different story. 



 

Our gospel passage today has been significant  

in opening up new understandings of Jesus  

and his mission in the 20th century.  

In 1988 the American theologian Ched Myers  

used a phrase from it, Binding the Strong Man,  

as the title of an influential book.  

Myers sought to show how  

in every single aspect of his life and teaching  

Jesus was radically dangerous  

to the political and religious authorities of his day.  

We see here, in this passage,  

the first sign of the authorities fighting back  

and trying to undermine Jesus. 

 

They use a familiar tactic,  

well loved of authoritarian governments the world over, 

they accuse Jesus of being mad,  

of suffering from demonic possession.  

By othering Jesus,  

by making him appear dangerous, sick, or evil,  

they can easily justify removing him from the scene.  

So they accuse Jesus of invoking evil to cast out evil. 

Jesus responds, “How can Satan cast out Satan?” and 

then explains that this is what Satan always does. 

 Jesus says that evil will always seek to accuse and vilify 

the other, that Satan is always driving out Satan,  

because the very nature of evil is to divide.  

This is what lies at the heart of human sin.  

Whenever we feel threatened or anxious,  

whenever we feel vulnerable or unloved,  

we will turn on each other  

and seek to drive that feeling away  

by driving other people away. 

 

It is this fundamental reality of human nature,  

the work of the powers of sin and evil within us,  

which Jesus will bind up and disempower.  

The strong man who needs binding  

is every expression of human sin,  

every institution, every collective system  

that excludes or oppresses God’s children. 

 

Jesus will do this throughout his life,  

as he frees women and men  

from the bondage of physical and mental illness,  

as he frees them from conditions  

that have put them outside society and community,  

and finally  

he will do this in death when he frees us  

from all that separates us from one another  

and from God. 



This is not an easy gospel for us to hear,  

to understand, or to live out in our lives.  

We can see that even in the story today.  

Outside the house where this incident is taking place, 

the family of Jesus are anxiously hovering,  

hoping to take him home and,  

presumably, to stop him  

from making dangerous statements  

about the authorities.  

But Jesus will not bound,  

even by family ties. 

 

Family ties, our family names, bind us,  

they give us a sense of belonging.  

So what do you do  

when you discover that your name  

is associated with evil and oppression? 

Many people of African and Afro-Caribbean ancestry 

have inherited the surnames of Europeans,  

because these names were used  

to identify their ancestors as the property of men  

on whose plantations they laboured.  

As I heard it expressed wryly  

by a black American this week,  

I have this name  

because bar codes hadn’t been invented. 

 

The black American in question  

is named Lee Edward Colston.  

You can see a short interview with him  

on the BBC coverage of the first anniversary  

of the toppling of the Colston statue.  

 

I was powerfully struck by his contribution,  

because of his unwillingness  

to see his name as a cause for division,  

but rather to see it as an opportunity for transformation. 

This is what he replied  

when the interviewer asked  

why he did not change his name,  

“We should feel proud of our name.  

We have done with our name what black Americans 

descended from people who were taken in bondage 

have always done,  

we have taken the things  

that were weaponised against us to harm us  

and we have transformed it to legacy …  

I am proud of the men and women who raised me  

and I refuse to have a slaver take that away from me.” 

 

 

 

 

 



Some will chose a different path  

and will want to recover the names that were taken 

away from their families by slavery,  

the names of the tribal ancestors.  

Both choices transform the dignity  

of the women and men of colour who make them.  

 

So what are we to do?  

How do we go forward  

ensuring that Satan does not have us in his grip?  

How do we find ways to acknowledge the past  

without further dividing ourselves from one another?  

 

In order to enable our sisters and brothers to live out 

the freedom that they have been given in Christ,  

we need to bind the strong man,  

to restrain the powers that divide us… 

some times this may demand that we cut ties  

to things that have historically bound us,  

that have given us identity,  

so that we and all God’s children may be free. 

 

May we be given the wisdom  

to loose what needs to be loosed  

and to hold fast to that which binds us to Christ alone.  

 

Amen 


