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The artist Raphael had an unfinished painting depicting the scene of the Mount of Transfiguration and the subsequent scene in the valley below that we see in our text this morning.  Derek Thomas shows that an adverse scene such as this one in the valley often followed the glory of God and Christ revealed on mountaintops.  

When Moses came down to the foot of glory-peaked Sinai, he was faced with rebellion, idolatry, and apostasy. The Lord’s own people were dancing before a golden calf and acknowledging it as their god.  When Elijah came down from his triumph over the prophets of Baal on Carmel, he met the threats of Jezebel and Ahab.  When Jesus came down from the Mount of Transfiguration He met the hatred of the teachers of the law and the unbelief of His disciples.  He came down from the mountain of transfiguration into the valley of the devil; from the vision of glory to the sight of demon possession; from the company of Moses and Elijah talking of His dying love to unbelieving teachers of the law mocking the disciples; from the foretaste of heaven’s glory to a scene of sin, sickness, and pain; from the voice of God testifying aloud of His love for His Son to the voices of men loudly expressing their disdain for the Son of God and His followers.


In our text this morning, we see what awaited Jesus and the three disciples in the valley.  And what the disciples’ experienced on this occasion is often the testimony of the saint.  Like His disciples, we too can go from the peak of living and walking and talking with Him and getting a glimpse of His glory to the valley of doubt and despair.  However, this need not be the case if we understand that the believer’s dependence is on Christ and the power of the Spirit and not on self and the flesh.  That was the lesson for His disciples on this occasion.  We would do well to learn it as well.  


Rather than focus on the miracle of the exorcism itself, I want us to consider the actions of those gathered that day at the bottom of the mountain and the resulting actions of our Lord.  As was always the case, His miracles served to validate who He was in all of His power and authority.  As we saw last week, the Father spoke words concerning Jesus’ authority, and Moses and Elijah assured Jesus that while no one on earth fully understood His work as Messiah, all of heaven did, and everything was right schedule concerning God’s plan of salvation.  It is to those on earth who still did not grasp His work as Messiah that we turn our attention to in this text.

I.   Unbelief and Inability (9:14-18)

 When Jesus, Peter, James, and John descended from the Mount of Transfiguration they found a chaotic scene that exposed both unbelief and inability in the people.  Mark set forth five groups that demonstrated either a total lack of faith, a tepid faith, or a weak, ineffective faith. 


1.  The scribes  (v. 14)


We have not seen the scribes in the presence of Jesus and His disciples since chapter 7 where they questioned Jesus concerning the disciples eating with what they considered to be impure hands (7:5).  Now they suddenly reappear and are “arguing” with the disciples.  Perhaps they saw an opportunity to gain some leverage with the absence of Jesus and the three disciples who ascended the mountain with Him.  Or maybe they thought that having their numbers weakened and their leader away provided them an opportunity to break the remaining nine disciples down and demonstrate to the crowds what they considered to be the blasphemies of Christ.  


As the events unfold, the scribes must have thought they had walked into a situation beyond what they could have ever asked or prayed.  A father had brought his son who was possessed by an unclean spirit, a demon, to the disciples.  The father shares the torment of the demon in vivid detail.  It made the boy “mute.”  Whenever it seized him it literally “slammed him to the ground.”  He “foamed at the mouth,” he “grinded his teeth,” and he “stiffened out.”  Matthew has the father calling the boy a lunatic, literally “epileptic” (17:15).  My brother suffered from epilepsy as a young boy and I can attest that these are the very things that accompany a grand mal or atonic seizure.  However, we must be careful that we do not reduce this incident to a simple fit of epilepsy.  Mark plainly states that these fits were induced by the demon and Jesus dealt with it as a case of demon possession.  As we have noted in the past, we must be careful that we do not associate all forms of disease and sickness to sin and the devil.  But where Scripture proclaims it, as it does here, then we must take it as demonic possession.


The scribes certainly notice the inability of the disciples to exorcise the demon from the boy.  The father had pleaded with them to drive out the demon, and they had tried failed.  In addressing Jesus the father said, “I told Your disciples to cast it out, and they could not do it.”  The scribes were obviously delighted with their failure.  Geoff Thomas suggests that they probably mocked the disciples, “We told you so!  Your Master pretended to give you power to cast out demons.  No such thing!  You can’t do it.  Those you healed were simply psychological cases, nothing more than a bit of religious excitement.  They were dupes of credulity, because you never really cast out a demon.”
  Then they turn to the crowds and mock the disciples, calling them nothing more than impostors and phonies.  So in their unbelief, the scribes seize upon the opportunity to deride both Christ and His disciples.


2.  The father (v. 17)


Given the scene we just described, imagine the emotions of the father.  He had brought his tormented son to Christ to exorcise the demon as He had on numerous occasions in the past without failure only to find that He wasn’t there.  However, he still holds out hope that the disciples can cast out the demon.  He had heard how they had been given authority over unclean spirits (6:7) and how they had gone about casting out many demons (6:13).  So he tells them to cast it out.  And they were unable to exorcise the demon.


Perhaps the father’s attitude was much like that of the Israelites when God led them out of Egypt, who at the first sign of trouble had a heart of unbelief.  They griped and grumbled, saying, “Why did you bring us out here to die.  We would have been better off in bondage to Egypt.”  Or perhaps the father became angry with the Lord just as the prophet Jonah, who whined that he would be better off dead than trusting in the Lord.  At this moment the father thought, “It would have been better for me if I had never heard of you.”  This is an attitude of despair, despair that comes from a heart of unbelief.  The father is confused and doubtful because of the inability of the disciples and his doubt is spurred on by the accusations of the scribes.  His doubt is demonstrated by his statement to Jesus in v. 22, “But if You can do anything, take pity on us and help us!”  We see his confusion in v. 24, “I do believe; help my unbelief.”  His despair and doubt flowed from his own confession of unbelief and his statement shows his tepid faith.


3.  The disciples (v. 14)


Perhaps the disciples were staggered by the taunts of the scribes.  The more they were taunted, the more intent the disciples were to cast the demon out of the boy.  But nothing worked.  First, Andrew, then Matthew, then Philip, then Thomas, Simon the Zealot, James, Bartholomew, Thaddaeus, and even perhaps Judas Iscariot.  They all tried.  But they all failed.   They could not understand what was keeping them from casting out the demon.  Perhaps they had met their match in this demon.  Maybe there were those demons that only Jesus could drive out.  Perhaps they missed Peter, James, and John who often spoke and acted for them.  Whatever the case, the disciples were unable to drive out the demon.  As we will see in a moment, their inability was tied to their unbelief as well, unbelief which arose from a weak faith.


4.  The crowd (v. 14)


As with the scribes, it has been a while since we have seen the crowds who often thronged to Jesus.  The last time we saw them was at the feeding of the 4,000 and the consequent healing of the unnamed blind man at Bethsaida.  But here they reappear at the foot of the mountain along with the scribes and the disciples.  They all probably knew of someone’s life who had been changed by Jesus.  They had certainly heard about the numerous healings and exorcisms of Jesus.  But remember that the crowds often represented spurious followers of Christ.  They were still as Geoff Thomas points out, “halting between two opinions.”  They are still waiting for just the right evidence, just the right proof, before they would trust in this man named Jesus.  Just one more miracle and then they would submit to Him as King.  


But it has always amazed me how quick a spurious follower is to renounce Christ when things do not go as they plan.  They continue looking for just one more miracle.  And these in the crowd had perhaps been eyewitnesses to many already.  But at the first perception of failure, they have all the evidence they need to feed their unbelief.  You see, a spurious follower is looking for one reason not to follow Christ.  And then they flee, revealing what is true in their heart.  That is what the crowd represents.  They are a group of people that do not want to submit to the demands of Christ and fall away at the first “sign” that satisfies their sinful nature.  The disciples’ inability to cast out the demon provided all that some in the crowd needed to continue in their unbelief.


5.  The demon (v. 17)


There is also this emissary of Satan whose mind is permanently fixed in opposition to Jesus and all that is righteous and godly.  Wherever these creatures went, Calvin said, “they drag their chains with them.”  The angst of this demon is seen in his treatment of the boy whom it had possessed “from childhood.”  Its hatred is demonstrated in his commitment to death and destruction.  “It has often thrown him into the fire and into the water to destroy him.”  This demon knew who was now in his presence.  In v. 20, they brought the boy to Jesus and the demon immediately seized the boy, again a picture of the complete control the demon had over the boy and the boy’s inability to do anything to stop it.  The demon had control of the boy’s thoughts and actions.  What is different on this occasion is that unlike the other accounts of demon possession in Mark’s gospel, this demon does not speak.  Perhaps he took solace in the jaunts of the scribes and believed that he had defeated the righteous One.  Perhaps this would be the day that he was delivered from his chains.  After all, if the disciples failed, then maybe Jesus was powerless as well.

II.  Belief and Ability (9:19-29)


1.   Jesus’ statements concerning belief and ability (v. 19-27)


Having assessed the situation, Jesus now acts.  He acts, He does not react.  That was part of the downfall of the disciples on this occasion.  They got caught up in the moment, a moment where they were being ridiculed by the scribes and forgot the source of their power.  They reacted; Jesus acted.

a. Belief (v. 19)

Jesus answered and said to them, “O unbelieving generation, how long shall I be with you?  How long shall I put up with you.”


There are a few things to note concerning Jesus words.  First, we see Jesus’ grieving over their lack of faith.  His reference to “unbelieving generation” would exclude the demon but include all of the people present on that occasion.   There is described in Jesus’ words an infinite pain because of man’s unfaithfulness.  The depth of His pain is captured in the words of Alexander Maclaren:

The element of personal sorrow is most obvious here. It is not only that He is sad for their sakes that they are so unreceptive, and He can do so little for them, but that He feels for Himself, just as we do in our poor humble measure, the chilling effect of an atmosphere where there is no sympathy… All that men have ever felt of how hard it is to keep on working when not a soul understands them, when not a single creature believes in them, when there is no one that will accept their message, none that will give them credit for pure motives—Jesus Christ had to feel… There never was such a lonely soul on this earth as His, just because there never was one so pure and loving.


We detect not only a note of intense anguish in Jesus’ words, but utter disappointment in a people who rejected His love for them.  What a difference between the Father’s words on the mountain, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased,” and the disbelief of those at the bottom of the mountain.  So Jesus cries out, “O unbelieving generation, how long shall I be with you?  How long shall I put up with you.”  Here Jesus stood, in the midst of those who knew Him best in His disciples, and not even they were ready to receive all the treasure and power that was theirs in Him.  Imagine the sadness that Jesus must have felt in so wanting to express His love but could not because there was not a heart to receive it.  “How long?” he asks, “How long?”


And yet, this is the very reason that Jesus came to this earth.  As Maclaren points out, it was faithlessness that bound Him to this earth and kept Him here.
  Particularly as it related to the Apostles, He could not leave them until they demonstrated a stronger faith in Him.  They had to come to the point where they realized that they could not stand on their own.  They must understand that they totally depended on Him to overcome the things of this world.  His words were meant not only to drive them to remember His impending death but also to remember His glory on the mountain.  Because of their faithlessness, He must continue on this earth and turn His back on His glory until the disciples were ready to receive Him as the true Messiah come to deliver them from the bondage of their sins.


In John 14 we have a dialogue between Jesus and Philip.  “Philip said to Him, ‘Lord, show us the Father, and it is enough for us.’  Jesus said to him, ‘Have I been so long with you, and yet you have not come to know Me, Philip?  He who has seen Me has seen the Father; how can you say, “Show us the Father”?’” (14:8-9).  Here Jesus asks, “How long?”  “What is it going to take for you to believe and have great faith?”


b.  Ability (v. 23)


Jesus then remarks on the ability that comes when one truly believes.  The context of His remark is the apparent doubt and unbelief of the father in v. 22, “But if You can do anything, take pity on us and help us!”  And Jesus says, “If You can?”  Did you say, “if?”  “If” is a statement concerning ability.  The father was right to say “if” but he had the wrong object attached to the condition of ability.  The “if” of Jesus’ ability was not in question but the ability of the father and the others present to believe.  In other words, it was not about His ability, but theirs, and the father’s in particular.  Jesus turns it around on him.  All that it takes for your son to be healed is your belief.  


He then adds the greatest words of hope for a believer, “All things are possible to him who believes.”  In the immediate context, Jesus words were directed towards the father in particular but also to the disciples whose inability to cast out the demon served as the source for this entire incident.  As Maclaren points out, “‘All things are possible’ referred both to the benefits to be received (as with the father and he boy) and to the power to be exercised (as to the disciples).  


However, we would do well to put this wonderful truth alongside, “With people it is impossible, but not with God; for all things are possible with God” (Mk. 10:27).  That is the foundation for what Jesus says here.  Our faith is omnipotent only when it springs from the omnipotence of God.  The greatness of faith comes in grabbing hold of the greatness of God.  Simply put, faith is nothing apart from the object of that faith.  If God and Christ is not the object, then “all things” are not possible.  What makes “all things” possible is a rightly appropriated belief in Christ alone.  


Jesus demonstrates His power and ability, the truth that “all things are possible to him who believes,” in vv. 25-28.  He “rebuked the unclean spirit” and as was always the case, the demon obeys Jesus’ command to come out of the boy.  The crowd believes the boy to be dead because the boy went limp after the violent convulsions.  But Jesus reaches down, takes him by the hand, and the boy got up.  That is the power of belief.  That is the ability that comes with strong faith.  Jesus’ actions reverse everything that took place in the narrative because of the inability of the disciples.  Instantly the amazement of the crowd was satisfied; the taunting scribes were silenced; the father’s weak faith was made strong; and the boy is set free from the bondage of the demon.  But what about the disciples?


2.  The disciples’ confidence in the flesh  (vv. 28-29)


The disciples wonder why they were not able to produce the same results as in Mark 6.  They ask Jesus, “What happened?  Why could we not drive it out?”  Jesus reveals the root of their problem, “This kind cannot come out by anything but prayer.”  Jesus is not referring to a prayer at the moment the demon is being cast out, though this might also be appropriate in the midst of spiritual warfare.  Wayne Grudem points out, “Jesus simply cast out the demon with a word and did not engage in an extended time of prayer.  It must mean rather that the disciples had not previously been spending enough time in prayer and that their spiritual strength was weak.”
  It is clear that the disciples’ impotence on this occasion came from an undue confidence they had in themselves. Their dependence was on the flesh, in themselves and their abilities, and not in the Spirit of Christ.


We too will be spiritually impotent as long as we rely upon our own strength to do the work of the ministry.  Spiritual power comes only through desperate dependence upon Christ’s strength.  In Ephesians 6 Paul shows the need to put on the spiritual armor of God to withstand the schemes of the devil (6:11-17).  However, many go to battle without understanding the context of the armor, which is to “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might” (6:10).  Our warfare and our armor are futile apart from the strength of Christ.  Paul further suggests the importance of prayer to our warfare, “With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints” (6:18).  Spiritual strength for the battle is acquired only through the school of unceasing, persevering prayer.


Matthew’s account adds emphasis to the thought of intense longing for God in adding “and fasting” (17:21).  While this verse is not in some of the original manuscripts, the discipline of fasting captures what Jesus meant in addressing the disciples.  Prayer and fasting are often mentioned alongside one another in Scripture, referring to times of intense focus on God and Christ.  Specifically, fasting is for the purpose of taking our attention off of self and our temporal needs as a reminder of our dependence on God for those temporal needs.  And fasting also fits with the claims of Jesus in Mark that the prayer He called for was not in the heat of the moment, but that ongoing, unceasing prayer that seeks to live in the power of the Spirit at all times in every situation.  That is the only way, Jesus says, that faith can and will be strong.

Conclusion


Do you believe in Christ?  Do you have that great faith that Jesus says can move mountains?  Or do you have what I call a waffling faith?  That is type of faith that the father in this story had.  His words, “I do believe; help my unbelief” may seem contradictory.  But it describes where many people are today.  They believe, but not totally.  There is still some hesitancy, still some unbelief.  They believe God can do some things but not others.  Perhaps that describes you this morning.  You believe in God, you believe that He is Creator and Sustainer of the universe.  You might even believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.  You believe that He can save others from their sins but your sins are too great, too heinous.  Then cry out to God, “Help my unbelief!”


But what about the believer?  Do we not often say that we believe that God is powerful in all things but yet try to handle everything ourselves.  Do we not often have a spiritual power failure much like the disciples?  This comes when we look to ourselves to remedy the situation or seek to accomplish spiritual growth and forget the source.  God brings us to the place he brought these men and the question, “Why couldn’t I….?”  We can expect these failures when we just exist while neglecting the spiritual disciplines that God by His grace has provided to strengthen us in Him.  We must seek God in constant prayer, trusting that He alone is infinitely able to accomplish what He wants in our lives—all the while remembering that with Him, all things are possible.  Do you believe that today? 
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