“EVERYTHING IS POSSIBLE FOR HIM WHO BELIEVES”

Mark 9:14-32

Key Verse: 9:23

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


Jesus was transfigured. While we don’t know what it means, it certainly was a glimpse of the heavenly glory of the Son of God. In today’s passage, Jesus descends the mountain to meet a rather chaotic situation—a boy possessed by an evil spirit, his father, arguing disciples and teachers of the law and a milling crowd. Amazingly, he reveals his glory there with equal clarity as the Son of Man. May God bless us to see Jesus’ glory.

I.  Jesus drives out an evil spirit (14-27)


Verse 14 says, “When they came to the other disciples, they saw a large crowd around them and the teachers of the law arguing with them.” What did Jesus and the three disciples find when they came down from the mountain? They found the remaining nine disciples in an argument with the teachers of the law. They were arguing publicly in front of a large crowd of people. This makes an interesting contrast to the previous passage. There Jesus appeared in transfigured glory. While we don’t know precisely what that means, it is obvious that Jesus’ appearance was bright and dazzling. More than this, there appeared before them Elijah and Moses, and finally the cloud of the Lord’s glory, followed by his word, “This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!” The scene on top of the mountain reminds us of the Lord’s meeting with Moses on Mount Sinai to dispense to him the words of the law. It was incomparable glory and holiness. But what about the scene to which Jesus and his disciples descended? It is anything but glorious. There were two religious factions arguing. There was a crowd milling about. There was a boy ruled by an evil spirit, a distraught father losing hope, and no answer. The contrast between the two scenes makes a clearer picture for us of the radiant and heavenly beauty of the Son apart from his coming to this world, and the depravity and chaos of this world apart from his coming. This passage about Jesus coming back down the mountain of transfiguration is a wonderful example of what it is for the Son of God to come to the world away from him.

How did the people react when they saw Jesus? Verse 15 says, “As soon as all the people saw Jesus, they were overwhelmed with wonder and ran to greet him.” This verse is the opposite of verse 14. This verse is the mere introduction of Jesus into the scene of chaos. Just by his appearance, the people were overwhelmed with wonder. They suddenly moved in unison toward Jesus. He is the reason they came, every one of them, to hear his teaching, to experience his healing touch, and to follow him. Jesus represented for them hope in an otherwise hopeless world. He appeared as a man, but when the people saw Jesus, they saw his glory in the difference. When we consider how far from Jerusalem or even Jesus’ hometown this was, it is even more amazing. Jesus is the glorious Son of God who came to be the hope of this chaotic world. By his appearance he made this chaotic and hopeless world to stand before his throne.

Look at verse 16. What question did Jesus ask? “What are you arguing with them about?” he asked. Who did he ask the question? It isn’t clear from the passage. The people who were arguing were Jesus’ disciples and the teachers of the law, but it doesn’t say clearly to whom the question was directed. At the same time there was a crowd running toward Jesus. Anyone could have answered Jesus, but especially those that were engaging in the argument. Jesus’ disciples were sometimes quiet when Jesus asked a penetrating question. (ref. Mk 9:34) But Jesus asked the question so that anyone who answered could be brought by the question to listen to him. 

Who answered him? Look at verses 17-18. “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.’” The answer here did not come from any of those who were arguing, but from a man who had a desperate problem. His desperate problem had brought him to Jesus. The man had a cute little son. Probably he cried a lot and laughed a lot when he was a baby, As he grew, he learned to speak and communicate with his parents and other children. Whenever the man heard his little son shout for joy at the playground, or laugh at a funny joke, he was happy inside. But one day a spirit moved in to his little son’s body. The spirit robbed him of speech, and took away the father’s joy at being able to hear his son’s voice. Gradually the spirit became more and more in control of the boy, and the problem grew worse and worse. Now the spirit began convulsing the boy, causing the father to become fearful, even to thinking about his son’s death. This one little spirit robbed the boy of speech and robbed his father of joy and hope. The man did what he could to solve the dilemma, but what could he do to solve the unsolvable problem? The spirit was too strong and too cunning and too much in control for the man. The man had a desperate problem with no solution. There was no hope. It was at this point that the man heard about Jesus, how he had driven out evil spirits and healed the sick. When just the name of Jesus and his work met the man, he became alive again. He took his son, who could be seized any moment, and he brought him outside, and slowly made his way to where he heard Jesus was, even through the crowds, to bring him before Jesus. He overcame the obstacles of the proven impossibility, his own fear and hopelessness, and he himself became alive again. That is what just hearing about Jesus did for this one man.

What was the result? Look at verse 18b one more time. “I asked your disciples to drive it out, but they could not.” The man had his hopes rekindled one more time. His heart swelled up when he saw the disciples driving out the spirit. But then nothing happened. Many people refuse to hope in order to avoid the possible disappointment that this man must have experienced at that moment. But more than this disappointment, the teachers of the law now took advantage of the disciples’ failure to engage them in a religious argument. Now the disciples, who were supposed to be dealing with the boy and his father and the evil spirit, became distracted and began arguing back with the teachers of the law. Meanwhile the spirit still possessed the boy, the man was as desperate as ever, if not more so, and the whole result seems like a colossal failure. Was that the result? We may see that obvious reality. We may also see that this was the time that the Son of God, the glory of God, chose as the time to descend the mountain of transfiguration, that his full glory may be revealed in this scene. Jesus appeared at precisely this time because this time was God’s time, the time when the Son should come, when even one man in this chaotic world could be prepared to listen to him. This is where the word of Jesus confronts men, confronts evil spirits, confronts the hopelessness and chaos in and among men. There were three disciples who were allowed to ascend the mountain and see Jesus transfigured, and that only for a short time. In other words, we cannot wait to be lifted out of this world, where an evil spirit was allowed to possess a boy, where even Jesus’ disciples became distracted from doing his work, where it appears that hopelessness rules even in us. We are not brought out of these things to listen to his word. Rather, he comes to us and confronts us in the midst of the chaos around us and in us.

Then how did Jesus reply? Look at verse 19. “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.” This was Jesus’ word to the man out of all of them who stepped forward to meet Jesus personally in the matter of his son. What can we learn from Jesus from this word?

First, “O unbelieving generation.” What could it be, the “unbelieving generation?” This seems like a curious response to the man who came for healing for his young boy. Where is Jesus’ compassion? Here we learn what Jesus was most concerned about. Jesus certainly cared for the man and the boy and his disciples and even the crowd. He certainly had compassion. But the first thing he confronted in this man at this time, in his desperate situation, was the truth of unbelief. Jesus confronted not just the man, but the generation. There were the disciples, who had degenerated into an argument when they failed to heal the boy. There were the teachers of the law, stewards of the word of God, who had done likewise. There was the man staring on helplessly, the boy possessed by the evil spirit. What did Jesus see here? He saw the unbelief of a generation. He saw the unbelief of all ages. Jesus was confronting the unbelief in men, the power of sin that robbed men of faith in God and life, just as the spirit in this passage had robbed the boy. The spirit was a small thing compared with the power of sin and death that had been ruling men since Adam. When Jesus said, “O unbelieving generation,” he was lamenting the reign of sin and death in history, at the same time confronting it and bringing it into submission before the Son.

Second, “How long?” After this Jesus asked two questions: “How long shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with you?” What can we learn about Jesus from his two questions? The questions indicate the longsuffering patience of Jesus in bearing with the unbelief of men. The questions show how Jesus suffered to see the effect of the truth of unbelief on men. How painful it was to see this young boy for instance, created to speak the glories of God, now robbed of speech by an evil spirit. Or to see this father, used by God to give life to this boy, now robbed of hope by this same spirit. Or the religious leaders, for whom the law was powerless when confronted by one evil spirit, or the disciples, for whom their unique relationship with Jesus the Christ was not enough in this instance to drive out even one spirit. Jesus came to confront sin itself, and he did it on behalf of those who had become powerless over even one spirit. Jesus bore the unbelief of all of these on himself in this way. How long would he do this? He would until he was crucified by this very unbelieving generation. He would bear the suffering of the unbelieving generation—at their hands as well as on their behalf—and bring eternal cure to the problem of unbelief itself. The question, “How long?”—repeated twice here—opens our eyes to the Son who came to bear all of our sins on himself, that we may explore this truth of “how long” even for eternity.

Third, “Bring the boy to me.” Up until now Jesus’ words may be described as the rebuke of the generation, or the complaint of how long he has to put up with the unbelievers. This is the word of Jesus that we don’t like to hear, because it rebukes us, our unbelief and our people, and is the indictment of our faith and religion. But this Jesus came. He did not stay in heaven and complain, nor did he smite the unbelieving generation from afar. He came to where unbelief reigned. He suffered the unbelief on himself to the point of being crucified. But he did so with the command, “Bring the boy to me.” This command allows us to see the heart of Jesus. He certainly rules the power of sin and death. But that sovereign majesty is expressed in the command given here, “Bring the boy to me.” How different is Jesus. He alone remembered the boy, cared about the boy, loved the boy. He certainly is the eternal Son who loved the generation, rebuked the generation, put up with the generation, and confronted the power of sin and death on behalf of all generations, serving the Father himself. But he expressed his sovereign rule over the boy in these beautiful words, “Bring the boy to me.” When we hear the words we are invited to meet Jesus the Son. What is “the boy?” Is it the unsolvable problem for us? It most certainly is. Should we bring the boy to Jesus? We certainly should, for he commands us to. More than that, we learn in the words of Jesus to be rebuked in our unbelief, to consider the question, “How long,” until we are convinced of his sovereign rule over sin and death and us for all eternity, and to be so invited to explore the eternal glories of Jesus in the matter of “the boy.” “Bring the boy to me.” What is “the boy” for you? It is both the unsolvable dilemma and the window to peer into the kingdom of God, thanks to Jesus. Let’s read verse 19 together.

 How did the people respond to Jesus’ command? Verse 20a says, “So they brought him.” The crowd responded to the word of Jesus, not just the father of the boy. When Jesus spoke, the people together responded to his word. What happened to the boy with the evil spirit? According to verse 20, 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. Up until now the spirit wasn’t active. But when the spirit came close to Jesus, and when the word of Jesus met the spirit, the boy’s situation did not get better. The initial response was that the boy became apparently even more under the spirit’s control, to the point of foaming at the mouth like a rabid animal. The evil spirit did everything in its power to disturb what Jesus was doing.


What did Jesus do next? How did he react to the spirit’s sudden movement? “Jesus asked the boy’s father, ‘How long has he been like this?’” Picture this: the boy is on the ground, rolling around, foaming at the mouth, and Jesus is actually turned toward the father asking, “How long has he been like this?” It seems as if Jesus is just ignoring the perilous situation of the boy. But Jesus is not reactionary. He is not obedient to evil spirits. He is the ruler of evil spirits. He is the ruler of the boy, the father, he is the one who is sovereign over all. He will not be demanded to jump whenever an evil spirit makes a little splash. Instead, in the matter of the convulsive boy, he is turned toward the father, he is revealing the truth of “how long” to the man, who has never seen the sovereign rule of God in the matter of the boy before. For us the convulsing boy is the problem that demands an immediate solution. But in Jesus, they are all together brought before him under his rule. With great tenderness he brought this father before him with a simple question, “How long has he been like this?” If we think Jesus is not responsive to our desperate, even long-term problem, we should be awakened to know his sovereign rule, and listen to his word more closely, there in our desperation. That is exactly where he spoke to this man.

How did the man answer? Verses 21b-22 say, “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.” The man answered Jesus very factually. He had suffered a long time with the spirit, which apparently was murderous as well and had tried to kill the boy at times in the past. He embellished on Jesus’ question, not only answering how long, but also how destructive the evil spirit was. In this scene we see a microcosm of the unbelieving generation in this one situation. The boy had been abused by the spirit for so long that he was now possessed. The man had witnessed the destruction and deterioration of his son for so long he was weak, and even as he stood before Jesus, he was completely helpless. He could only utter the words, “But if you can…” In his plea, his expectations were low. He requested pity rather than healing, perhaps to lessen the disappointment in case “if you can” became “if you can’t.” Jesus intended to bring the boy’s father under his wonderful sovereignty in the matter of his boy, but the man could not plunge himself into that. He was tentative, and rejected the full invitation of Jesus with the words, “But if you can…”

What did Jesus say to him? Look at verse 23. “‘If you can’?” said Jesus. “Everything is possible for him who believes.” How great is Jesus. He gives unbelief no room to hide. He gives this man nowhere to go. He brought the man by his own tentative words, “If you can,” into the endless possibility of God. “Everything is possible for him who believes.” Jesus bore this man’s unbelief in regards to his boy. He came to this man who could never embrace the possibility of God in the matter of his son because of his unbelief, and he confronted the man’s unbelief. Jesus would suffer for the unbelief of one man even to death on a cross, in order to open the endless possibility of God to one man. Such is the grip Jesus has on his own. Such is his desire to bring all things into the endless possibility of God. “Everything is possible for him who believes.” Jesus confronts us and our unbelief in the matter of our convulsing boy, whatever it may be. Jesus may be crucified by us as a result—“If you can”—but he will not fail to establish God’s eternal rule—“Everything is possible for him who believes.”

How did the boy’s father respond to Jesus? Verse 24 says, “Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!’” What does his answer reveal about him? This answer indicates that he is alive. This answer shows that for the first time he was judged in his unbelief by the word of Jesus, at the same time still before the Lord with the plea, “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief.” The immediacy indicates the spark of life. The apparent shift from his concern over his son to his complete involvement in Jesus indicates the spark of life. What kind of life is this? How can the man with the convulsing son right in front of him be concerned about Jesus, or about believing. How can the man who is judged in his unbelief make a plea to overcome his unbelief, much less make the plea to the one he rejected by his unbelief. It is impossible. But Jesus said, “Everything is possible for him who believes.” This is where the father made his entrance into the rule of Jesus, the kingdom of God, the life that is new. He is dead, at the same time he is alive; dead in his sin of unbelief, with which he would even crucify the Son of God, but alive in the endless possibility of belief, where he dwells in the rule of the crucified, the one who rules over sin and death and his unbelief. By his coming to this man, whose son had an evil spirit, Jesus was creating life in him.

Next, what did Jesus do when he saw a crowd coming? Verse 25 says, “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.’” It all happened in an instant. The man responded with life, Jesus saw the crowd coming, but before the crowd arrived, he suddenly commanded the spirit to leave the boy. Jesus didn’t wait for the crowd. His healing was not a matter of the crowd. It was a personal matter between Jesus, the man and the boy. Just as there was no room for an evil spirit in the kingdom of God, there was no place in this intimate setting for the crowd. Jesus healed the boy and drove the spirit away before the crowd came.

What happened to the boy? Verses 26-27 say, “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.” Jesus healed the boy completely. He drove out the spirit, and he healed the boy’s body until he could stand on his own. Jesus gave the boy his speech and his life. This is the end of the story. There are no words about the father’s response to the healing, or the crowd. We are left with Jesus, who heals a boy of an evil spirit and a man of his unbelief in that same matter. What is the truth of the boy with an evil spirit? Is it the unsolvable problem? Or is it the window into the endless possibility of God? For us it is both, since Jesus has come. “If you can? Everything is possible for him who believes.”

II.  Jesus teaches his disciples (28-32)

After the healing was done and the crowds were gone, after the miracle of healing, both spiritually and physically, was accomplished, after they had returned indoors by themselves for the night, what was on the mind of Jesus’ disciples? Verses 28-29 say, “After Jesus had gone indoors, his disciples asked him privately, ‘Why couldn’t we drive it out?’ He replied, ‘This kind can come out only by prayer.’” From a negative viewpoint, Jesus’ words would indicate that the disciples didn’t pray in the matter of driving out the evil spirit. They were unsuccessful because in the matter of healing, God was not present in their minds or their reality. Then what does that mean from a positive viewpoint? In other words, what was Jesus doing when he confronted the unbelief of the generation, when he brought the father before him in the matter of his spirit possessed boy? What was Jesus doing all the while he was confronting his unbelief, even his rejection, even the power of sin and death which robbed this world of life? Jesus prayed. His life was one of prayer, the constant connection to the Father which was never broken, and would never be broken, and through his death would ultimately give life to the world. Is prayer important or valuable? Only by prayer, Jesus brought healing and life to this world.

Where did Jesus and his disciples go next, and where were they headed? According to verse 30, they left that place, which was far to the north, and they began to pass through Galilee, as they headed to Jerusalem. Why did Jesus desire to keep their whereabouts private? Verses 30b-31a say, “Jesus did not want anyone to know where they were, because he was teaching his disciples.” Jesus was teaching them the truth of the Son of Man again. This is now the third time, but it was of absolute importance to Jesus to teach the truth to 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.’” This time the context of the teaching was after his rebuke of the unbelieving generation and the healing of the boy and his father. This is the Son of Man who stayed with the unbelieving generation, who put up with the unbelieving generation, who would be crucified at their hands. In so doing he would rise again. In so doing he would be the source of life—eternal life—for all who believe, beginning with a boy and his father. The truth about unbelief is that it crucifies Jesus. The truth of the Son of Man is that by his death, life appears and is given there. Verse 32 says, “But they did not understand what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it.” The ignorance of the disciples here is the confirmation of the truth of the Son of Man. The disciples themselves would remain shrouded in ignorance and fearfulness until the Son of Man rose. In the context of today’s passage, we learn what it is to come to Jesus. It is to stand at the foot of the cross as those whose unbelief nailed the Son of Man there—“If you can?”—at the same time, by his suffering, to experience the truth of the new creation, the endless possibility, the risen life—“Everything is possible for him who believes.”

