Mark 9:14-32

Key Verse: 9:23

“ ‘If you can’?” said Jesus. “Everything is possible for him who believes.”

In the previous passage, Jesus was transfigured before his three disciples, Peter, James and John. When Jesus was transfigured, his clothes became dazzling white, and Elijah and Moses appeared and talked with him. Then the three disciples heard the voice coming from the cloud, “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” To the three disciples, this was a very special experience. In a very short time, they were left with the “ordinary” Jesus, but they learned that Jesus is the Son of God, whom they should listen to, and the Son of Man, who “must suffer much and be rejected”. Although they didn’t fully understand this lesson, this memory would be engraved in their hearts to serve as a testimony of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as Peter himself proclaimed later in the book of 2 Peter. 

Today’s passage is very contrasting to the previous one in that it shows the chaotic world that does not recognize its Master, while the previous passage is a picture of the glorious Lord Jesus, who is the Son of God and the Son of Man. And yet this passage is the continuation of the previous passage, or even unfolds the glory described in the previous passage in a different aspect, even more clearly bringing Jesus’ glory to us as the reality of this sin-dominated world. The Jesus who was transfigured on the sacred mountain was in the midst of the people who didn’t know what to do in the chaotic world, enslaved by evil spirits and unbelief. Jesus came to heal us and, moreover, to bring us to himself, the kingdom of God, so that we might be free and truly be happy in him. May the Lord help me to see the glory of Jesus in this passage and in the very daily life I live each day. In Jesus’ name, amen. 

Look at v. 14. “When they came to the other disciples, they saw a large crowd around them and the teachers of the law arguing with them.” Why didn’t Jesus stay in the holy mountain as the “transfigured” Jesus, with the dazzling white clothes? Why did Jesus come back down to this not-so-holy situation, where even his own disciples were arguing with no one having the answer? As we learned from Shs’ Bonnie’s and Sh. Jonas’ messages last week, Jesus was on the way to the cross. Even the glory he revealed to the three disciples on the mountain by his transfiguration was the foreshadowing of the glory that would be revealed on the cross and in the empty tomb. The glory of the Son of God was the glory of the Son of Man, the truth of the rejection, the suffering, the death and the resurrection that the Son of Man “must” go through in order to fully reveal his glory so that all might believe in him. Jesus didn’t stay transfigured forever but came back to the ordinary Jesus and, eventually, came down with the three disciples back to the reality where everyone was waiting for him with a seemingly unsolvable problem. 

From the fact that the demon-possessed boy’s father brought his son to Jesus’ disciples in his absence, we can see that Jesus’ disciples were known to be the representatives of Jesus to other people. Based on our Mark’s gospel study in the past, it is known that the disciples actually did have authority to drive out demons. 3:13-15 say, “Jesus went up on a mountainside and called to him those he wanted, and they came to him. He appointed twelve – designating them apostles – that they might be with him and that he might send them out to preach and to have authority to drive out demons.” Also, 6:7, “Calling the Twelve to him, he sent them out two by two and gave them authority over evil spirits.” After all, the disciples were those Jesus had wanted and appointed as his apostles with the authority to drive out evil spirits. These disciples of Jesus’ however, were arguing with the teachers of the law, who had always been trying to find out fault in Jesus. If Jesus was there, he would never have attempted to argue with them, but the problem was that the disciples were without Jesus and so fell into the temptation to actually argue with the teachers of the law. This was for sure disgracing Jesus, since they were Jesus’ representatives. Whatever was lying behind this scene, it seems like this scene alone was enough to upset Jesus and the three disciples, who had just witnessed the heavenly glory of the Lord Jesus. 

However, it was not Jesus who was influenced by the situation. Look at v. 15. “As soon as all the people saw Jesus, they were overwhelmed with wonder and ran to greet him.” This verse does not give us any clue about what part of Jesus overwhelmed the people there, since even his clothes were not dazzling white any more. However, we can at least guess that the people did see something in Jesus. Jesus was an ordinary person, especially by his looks, but he was the overwhelming one. He was different from his disciples or the teachers of the law, who were trying to prove to be great but were not successful, only ending up arguing with each other. After all, it was Jesus that the people needed and were waiting for. “As soon as” Jesus appeared, what was going on there didn’t matter to any of those any more, because at the moment Jesus came to that situation, he became the center of the event going on. So they ran to greet him. 

Look at v. 16. “ “What are you arguing with them about?” he asked.” The disciples were not supposed to be arguing with the teachers of the law, anyway. However, instead of rebuking them right away, Jesus asked them what they were arguing with them about. It was through their reaction that we see the essence of the argument: It was nothing, really nothing. They couldn’t answer Jesus’ question, because what they were arguing about was nothing valuable to be argued on. When they were missing Jesus, they couldn’t but spend time doing worthless things. Coming down from the holy mountain, Jesus only asked them, “What are you arguing with them about?” I don’t know what was in Jesus’ mind in asking such a question to his disciples, but I learn that that was how he bore with his disciples’ weakness or even the hopelessness of the whole situation. Jesus came down from the mountain, where he had been transfigured, to continue his way to the cross, to be rejected, to suffer and to die and rise again in three days. Jesus’ transfiguration didn’t make him any more special than he had been before. It was the same Jesus who was in the midst of the world where even his own disciples were arguing with the teachers of the law without any good reason. Jesus’ question reminds me of the God of Genesis who called Adam after his transgression of eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, “Where are you?” 

But it was not the disciples who answered to Jesus’ question, for they couldn’t answer the question. V. 17-18 say, “A man in the crowd answered, “Teacher, I brought you my son, who is possessed by a spirit that has robbed him of speech. Whenever it seizes him, it throws him to the ground. He foams at the mouth, gnashes his teeth and becomes rigid. I asked your disciples to drive out the spirit, but they could not.”” It is still hard to figure out what Jesus’ disciples and the teachers of the law were arguing about, but it seems like the disciples tried to heal the boy, but when it didn’t work out, the teachers of the law thought it was the best time to accuse Jesus for falsely bringing people to his name. None of them was truly interested in this man’s situation. 

It is hard to say that the man’s situation was ever positive. His son had a very serious problem. Think about the situation. His beloved son was “possessed” by “a spirit” that “had robbed him of speech”. The pain of the father is simply hard to imagine, especially since it was his own son, whom he had born and had grown up with such joy and love in his heart. But it was this situation that enabled him to be the one who came to Jesus amid the confusion and chaos, calling him “Teacher”. It required lots of courage for him to bring his son to Jesus’ disciples. According to the man, the boy had been like that from childhood, many times thrown into fire or water because the spirit tried to kill him. Although Mark does not specify how old the boy was at that moment, just by the feel of the boy’s father’s words, we can see that the boy and his father had been suffering like that for a long enough time to almost lose hope to be healed. Bringing his son to somebody to be healed meant that he risked the possible disappointment and hurt again, especially if he didn’t know whom he was bringing his son to. When Jesus’ disciples could not drive out the spirit, his heart was filled with disappointment and pain once more. It must have been only with great courage that the man could talk to Jesus when Jesus asked his disciples, “What are you arguing with them about?” From the man’s words in these verses and vs. 21-22, it is easy to judge him for lacking faith. However, by the help of Jesus, the man still offered his last strength to Jesus, even exposing his inner problem to him, while he could have just rested in his hopelessness and gone back home. 

V. 19 says, “ “O unbelieving generation,” Jesus replied, “how long shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring the boy to me.”” It was the boy’s father who had just answered Jesus’ question, but Jesus was not talking to the man only. He was not just talking to his disciples, the teachers of the law, and the crowd, either. He was addressing the whole generation. What does the man’s desperate situation have to do with the “unbelieving generation”? Although the way Mark wrote his gospel was to list the happenings one by one, his gospel was, after all, “the gospel about Jesus Christ, the Son of God (Mark 1:1)”. This happened on Jesus’ way to the cross after he taught his disciples that “the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again (8:31).” It was also after Jesus was transfigured before Peter, James and John, revealing himself to them as the Son of God and the Son of Man. Jesus was on the way to the cross to take away the sin of the generation, the sin of not believing in the One who has made the world, enslaving themselves to evil spirits that are noticeable and unnoticeable. Jesus’ words here were the voice of the God of Israel, who stayed with and put up with the unbelieving Israelites throughout the history. Jesus was not complaining or being bitter. Jesus loved the unbelieving generation, whom he was with, and he was truly concerned about the generation. After all, Jesus was the one who was most deeply involved in the situation. He would be the one who would take away the unbelief of the generation on the cross. Therefore, his words, “Bring the boy to me,” are amazing. Jesus was the sovereign Lord who was in charge of the whole generation, but he also loved this one man who was suffering because of his son’s critical situation. Jesus didn’t ignore the man’s desperate need, whatever his weakness was. 

V. 20 says, “So they brought him. When the spirit saw Jesus, it immediately threw the boy into a convulsion. He fell to the ground and rolled around, foaming at the mouth.” At Jesus’ words, the people brought him the boy, who had been quiet until that point. When the evil spirit saw Jesus, it created a scene. It seems like Jesus had caused all the trouble. But also, we learn that Jesus was the one who stirred up the hidden evil power. The spirit hadn’t been reacting to anybody including Jesus’ disciples, and abused the boy any time it wanted. The spirit had been the ruler in all situations like it would never lose its power. But Jesus’ presence all of a sudden made it extremely insecure. When there was Jesus with the possessed boy, it was the beginning of the healing, even though it seemed costly and troublesome. 

Vs. 21-22 say, “Jesus asked the boy’s father, “How long has he been like this?” “From childhood,” he answered. It has often thrown him into fire or water to kill him. But if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us.”” Jesus did not react what the evil spirit was doing to the boy right away. It was not that Jesus didn’t care about the boy. He was the sovereign one in the situation. He wouldn’t be influenced by what the evil spirit was doing. Also, Jesus had one necessary step in his mind before he healed the boy. As much as he was concerned about the boy, Jesus was concerned about the father of the boy. The man had been tortured by the evil spirit possessing his son to the point that he didn’t show any sign of surprise at the scene of his son’s convulsion any more. In that hopeless situation, he did not have any trust in God. All he could ask Jesus was “pity”, even on the condition that Jesus could do “anything”. He was so frustrated and hopeless he pitied himself. This was as much serious a problem as the boy’s demon-possessed situation.

V. 23 says, ““ ‘If you can’?” said Jesus. “Everything is possible for him who believes.”” This is how Jesus helped the boy’s father. Jesus did not heal the boy right away because there was a necessary and more fundamental healing for the man. Jesus did not yell at him because he did not recognize Jesus as a more able man than he thought Jesus was. Instead, Jesus taught him the truth; Jesus put up with his unbelief by bringing him back to the reconciling truth that “everything is possible for him who believes.” The root of the problem was not the boy’s status but the man’s unbelief, his unbelief in the sovereign God, who is the Master and the Ruler of the world, even over evil spirits. By saying, “Everything is possible…” instead of “your son’s healing is possible,” Jesus taught him the truth that what he could hope for was more than all he so desperately needed. In other words, Jesus was urging him to lift up his eyes and know God. This invitation of Jesus brought the man to the light, to this strange exclamation, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” What does he mean? Does he believe or not? When he heard Jesus’ words, “Everything is possible for him who believes”, his eyes were opened. He could see his unbelief and was able to confess, “I do believe”. He believed that the one standing before him was able to help him overcome his unbelief, whether it was by healing his possessed son or by something else, which would bring him to the realm where “everything is possible”. On the cross, the glory of the transfigured Jesus would fully reveal. He would take away the sins of generations. As Isaiah prophesied, he would be called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” It was this Jesus that the man was meeting. 

Vs. 25-27 say, “When Jesus saw that a crowd was running to the scene, he rebuked the evil spirit. “You deaf and mute spirit,” he said, “I command you, come out of him and never enter him again.” The spirit shrieked, convulsed him violently and came out. The boy looked so much like a corpse that many said, “He’s dead.” But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him to his feet, and he stood up.” We find a couple of interesting factors in these verses. Firstly, Jesus drove out the spirit while the crowd was still running to the scene. Jesus was not making a spectacle for the crowd. His concern was to heal the boy. Secondly, he called the evil spirit “you deaf and mute spirit”. I have never thought that being deaf and mute can be an evil thing. According to Jesus’ words, the boy not only couldn’t speak but also couldn’t hear. In a sense, I am myself deaf and mute and need Jesus’ healing so that I can hear and speak his word. If I cannot communicate with Jesus, I am in my own world, possessed by whatever I think I am hearing. Thirdly, when the spirit finally came out of the boy, the boy looked dead. This made the people there think he was dead. In fact, the boy had been possessed by the evil spirit for such a long time, that had become like how the boy lived. So when it left, it almost seemed like the life of the boy was gone. But true life is only in Jesus. The life came to the boy when he “took him by the hand and lifted him to his feet,” which enabled the boy to stand up by himself. This is the restoration Jesus brought to the world. It is gentle and yet complete. Jesus’ victory was there, even when he seemed totally defeated on the cross. 

After this event, the disciples still had one question. When no one was around, they asked Jesus, “Why couldn’t we drive it out?” It is a very understandable and honest question. They thought they had every quality to drive out evil spirits, but this time they couldn’t. What was missing? In v. 29 Jesus said, “This kind can come out only by prayer.” This gives us a very important teaching: What Jesus had been doing with the man and his son was an act of prayer. When everyone’s eyes were fixed on the one demon-possessed boy, Jesus’ eyes were fixed on the truth, “Everything is possible for him who believes.” Jesus was the Son of Man and the Son of God, who was one with God the Father. He always prayed. In his prayer for the restoration of the unbelieving generation, he was heading to the cross. 

Look at vs. 30-32. “They left that place and passed through Galilee. Jesus did not want anyone to know where they were, because he was teaching his disciples. He said to them, “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.” But they did not understand what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it.” Again, Jesus’ ministry was a discipleship ministry. After the chaotic event of the boy with an evil spirit, Jesus did not lose his focus. After all, he was heading to the cross to fulfill his mission as the Christ, as Peter had confessed. Teaching his disciples was a necessary step on the way to the cross, even though they wouldn’t understand anyway and even were afraid to ask him about it. He was building them up as eyewitnesses of the Son of Man, who was betrayed, was killed, and after three days rose from the dead. This was the focus of the gospel of Jesus. After Jesus was betrayed, was killed, and rose from the dead, Mark would later remember Jesus’ words, “O unbelieving generation, how long shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you?” Also, “If you can? Everything is possible for him who believes.” And also, “This kind can come out only by prayer.”

Thank God for Jesus who truly made everything possible, even the forgiveness of sins, by “[bearing] our sins in his body on the tree (1 Peter 2:24)” so that by his wounds we might be healed. Thank God for confronting me with Jesus’ question, “ ‘If you can’?” and also with his words, “Everything is possible for him who believes.” This passage teaches us more than to try to believe that everything is possible. Rather, it leads us to the truth that our sins are already taken away, the very sin of unbelief. It brings us to the person Jesus, “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” May this truth be our reality so that we may know that we are “more than conquerors through him who loved us.”

