unclean spirit: a
demon; a spiritual
being that inhabits
people and causes
them to become sick
or disabled.

epiphany: a manifestation of divine
truth or presence.

7:29; 9:23). Sometimes the healing stories are intended to be read with a degree
of symbolic interpretation. For example, the story of Jesus healing a blind man
leads to commentary on Jesus’s ability to grant spiritual insight (John 9:39).
Healing stories overlap considerably with accounts of exorcism. In the Bible,
possession by an unclean spirit does not cause a person to become sinful or immoral; rather, it causes the person to become blind or deaf, to have seizures or
be crippled, or to experience some other sort of physical or emotional distress.
The exorcism stories in the New Testament usually focus on the interaction
of Jesus and the unclean spirit; the afflicted person apparently is incapable of
independent action or response, which may explain why no such person in the
New Testament ever requests an exorcism (note how the father requests help
for his demon-possessed son in Mark 9:18, 22).
There are also a handful of miracle stories in the Gospels in which Jesus
rescues people from danger (stilling storms at sea) or provides for people’s
physical needs (multiplying loaves, changing water into wine, effecting a large
catch of fish). And, finally, there are a couple instances of what are sometimes
called “epiphany miracles” because they serve to manifest Jesus’s divine presence (walking on water, transfiguration).
In our modern world, miracle stories often seem to present Jesus as violating known laws of nature or in some other way doing what scientists regard
as impossible. Such an attitude would be anachronistic for the New Testament
world, in which almost everyone believed that there were spiritual and magical
powers that might enable people to do what they could not have done on their
own. Thus the most common response to miracles in the New Testament is not
disbelief but astonishment (see, e.g., Matt. 9:33–34). The onlookers recognize

Box 5.6

Pronouncement Stories in the Gospels: Some Examples
Correction Stories
• let the dead bury the dead (Matt.
8:21–22)
• forgive seventy-seven times (Matt.
18:21–22)
• whoever wants to be first (Mark 9:33–35)
• whoever is not against us (Mark 9:38–40)
• who is truly blessed (Luke 11:27–28)
Commendation Stories
• the confession by Peter (Matt. 16:13–20)
• the generous widow (Mark 12:21–44)
• the woman who anoints Jesus (Mark
14:3–9)
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Controversy Stories
• eating with sinners (Mark 2:15–17)
• Jesus’s disciples don’t fast (Mark 2:18–22)
• picking grain on the Sabbath (Mark
2:23–28)
• eating with defiled hands (Mark 7:1–15)
• by what authority? (Mark 11:27–33)
• paying taxes to Caesar (Mark 12:13–17)
• whose wife will she be? (Mark 12:18–27)
See Robert C. Tannehill, “The Gospels and Narrative Literature,”
in The New Interpreters Bible: New Testament Survey (Nashville:
Abingdon, 2005), 1–16.
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