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Introduction: The beginning of the descent…

Most of my trips on the trail have been of a certain variety. Only once have I gone “point to point,” ending up in a different place than where I started out. 

The rest of my backpacking excursions have all been “loop” trips, or “out and back” trips. I begin at the car and return to the car a few days later. That means that there has been zero net gain or loss in elevation.


For instance, on my most recent trip to Wyoming’s Wind River Range, Ben, Zach and I left the trailhead at 9100 feet elevation and got back six days later at the exact same spot. No net gain or loss.


If only that had meant that we hiked flat! Sadly, the trail had us walking many thousands of feet up and down. And I’ve discovered that both up and down are fraught with difficulties.


The views on the way up are often breathtaking, but hiking up a steep grade to higher elevations will quite literally take your breath away.

Heading downhill won’t tax your lungs, but it’ll sure do a number of your knees. Trekking down a long decline can leave you exhausted and in pain from the constant beating on joints.

Today, we crest the divide in the Gospel of Mark and begin the descent.


The first half of this sixteen chapter book has been a rapid ascent, introducing us to Jesus and the disciples, while giving us miracles and parables and teachings and healings. It’s been a rather breathless ascent!


As we begin chapter 9, we begin a long, often painful descent that will culminate with Jesus dying on a Roman cross.

And ironically, the pivot passage in the Gospel of Mark that is before us today includes both an exhilarating literal ascent up a mountaintop AND a very literal descent into chaos and confusion.

As we join Jesus at the beginning of Mark’s 9th chapter, He is still in Gentile territory, north of Galilee around the city of Caesarea Philippi.

We have just listened to Peter make the “Great Confession” about Jesus (“You are the Christ!”), which was followed by Jesus’ “Great Revelation” that He was going to be killed.


That revelation was sadly followed by Peter’s “Great Rebuke” of Jesus, which led to Jesus’ “Great Counter-Rebuke” of Peter (“Get behind Me, Satan!”) and a call to follow Him.

Jesus invited everyone to follow Him!


“Follow Me into the adventure of faith! Follow Me into the rigors of discipleship! Follow wherever I lead!”


And you can bet that He’s got the whole group’s undivided attention, what with His comments about taking up a cross (a cruel instrument of torture and execution), self-denial, saving and losing a life, gaining or forfeiting a soul and shame at His own coming “in the glory of [the] Father with the holy angels.”

With the crowd still listening,
 Jesus continued with a promise to some of those standing there.
A Mountaintop Experience (9:1-13)

Sneak Preview (v. 1)


[1] And Jesus was saying to them, “Truly I say to you, there are some of those who are standing here who will not taste death until they see the kingdom of God after it has come with power.”

If I had been standing there on that day, the first thought running through my mind probably would have been, “I wonder if I will be among those who will get to see the Kingdom of God with my own eyes?!”

What a privilege. To see the Kingdom being ushered in - wow! But, since none of us were standing there on that day, the first question that might be popping into our minds this morning is, “To what event is Jesus referring?”

We know that He couldn’t have been referring to that time at the end of the age when He returns in glory to set up a thousand year reign. That hasn’t happened even yet, as of 2011, two millennia after Jesus’ death and resurrection.


So, was He speaking of the Day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit descended with power on the early disciples in Jerusalem? Perhaps.


Or, was He talking about His own soon to come death and resurrection - an event that was accompanied by the appearance of angels? Very possibly.

But it is also important to notice that immediately following Jesus’ promise, Mark gives us the time stamp of a truly remarkable event.


I have come to believe that when Jesus said that some of those standing with Him would not die before they got to see the glorious arrival of God’s Kingdom, He was likely referring to the event we will see today. The first event on tap today gives us a “sneak preview” glimpse of glory and a brief look at King Jesus, for who He really is.

Miracle on the Mountain (vv. 2-8)


Jesus, transfigured (vv. 2-3)



When, where, who… (v. 2a)

[2a] Six days later, Jesus took with Him Peter and James and John, and brought them up on a high mountain by themselves.

Mark tells us that this event we are about to see occurred six days after the promise He had just made of a glimpse of the coming kingdom.

On the sixth day, leaving nine of the apostles at the base of a mountain, Jesus took Peter and James and John on a hike. This lets us know that there was, even among the twelve apostles, an inner circle. And there are several times when Jesus pulled these three for special assignments or for special privilege, this being one of those times.


Their hike took them up to the top of a “high mountain.” We believe that this was the sometimes snow-capped Mount Hermon, as it is the most prominent peak in the area near Caesarea Philippi (8:27), rising from the high plains to nearly 10,000 feet in elevation.


When they reached the summit, the three disciples realized that this had been a trudge with a point. Things got really exciting up on top of Mount Hermon!


What?! (v. 2b)

[2b]…And He was transfigured before them; [3] and His garments became radiant and exceedingly white, as no launderer on earth can whiten them.

The word used to describe Jesus’ transfiguration is the same word from which we derive our English “metamorphosis.” While we are given few details, Mark tells us that He physically changed - and the disciples watched it happen. 


At every point He was still recognizable. But He was actually transfigured into something different looking than what the disciples were used to seeing. His clothing shone with an unearthly whiteness.

As the three disciples kept watching, the scene continued to unfold, getting more and more interesting.

Jesus, with company (v. 4)


[4] Elijah appeared to them along with Moses; and they were talking with Jesus.

The prophet Elijah had left the earthly scene eight hundred years before Jesus was born. Borrowing Jesus’ words, Elijah never “tasted death.” God took him to heaven in a blazing chariot!


Moses had been dead for fifteen hundred years, having died (and having been buried by God Himself) before the Jews even entered the Promised Land.


God brought these two from His timeless presence in Heaven into the present for a timely conversation with Jesus on top of Mount Hermon.

We observe the scene through the eyes of the three disciples and watch as Jesus and these Old Testament heroes engage in conversation.

We wonder how the disciples identified the visitors as Elijah and Moses. We wonder what in the world (or out of this world?) they were talking about. We wonder why these two appeared to Jesus and not Abraham or David or any of a hundred others.


Had you been there, what would your response have been to this amazing sight? I have no idea what I would have thought, done, or said. Fortunately (unfortunately?), we do get to see exactly how one of the three apostles responded.

Peter’s proposal (vv. 5-6)


[5] Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi,
 it is good for us to be here; let us make three tabernacles, one for You, and one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” [6] For he did not know what to answer; for they became terrified.


What Peter meant

Yes, this is another classic “Peter-ism.”

Jesus, Elijah and Moses were talking. We wonder if Peter interrupted them to interject his thoughts into the proceeding.

As one of my commentaries remarks, “Peter’s proposal is simply a clumsy way for a practical man to express his sense of occasion.”


I think that Mark wants us to have some fun with Peter’s comment. After all, he adds at the end of verse 6, “For he did not know what to answer…”

We want to tell him, “Peter, if you don’t know what to say, try not saying anything!”

Solomon gave that sage advice a long time ago, and it is recorded in the book of Proverbs.


Why say anything?

[Proverbs 17:28] Even a fool, when he keeps silent, is considered wise…

Amen.


Oh, if only I had remembered that proverb on a few choice occasions in the past…


Silence can be golden. Silence can even pass for wisdom when words won’t come. Personally, I’ve found that silence - when coupled with a grey beard - can be very helpful when wisdom is called for.


In a counseling session, if I begin to stroke my beard (oh, and if I just had a pipe to puff on!), the person I am with will often be led to believe that I know just the answer to the dilemma they have presented without my saying a word. Now I may be as free of thought as a stump, but my silence would never betray that.

And had Peter never uttered a word we wouldn’t be shaking our heads at him today.


But he had this compulsion to always say something. This time, his compulsion to speak got him noticed, but not in the way he would have chosen.

I imagine a stunned silence, an awkward pause after Peter’s suggestion. And it was a silence that was broken by the booming voice of God Himself, who spoke out of a dark cloud that formed after Peter spoke.


The Father speaks (v. 7)


[7] Then a cloud formed, overshadowing them, and a voice came out of the cloud, “This is My beloved Son, listen to Him!”


No doubt about it. There are times when it’s best to not say anything at all. Some times are quiet times.

When your boss is having a bad day. When the coach is ticked off at everybody. Or when Jesus and Elijah and Moses are talking!!

But, to be precise, we should note that God did not tell Peter to be quiet. He told him to listen to His Son.

“Pay attention to Him. Hear what He has to say. Obey Him. Follow Him.”

And with that, everything instantaneously returned to the way it was before the transfiguration.

Back to “normal” (v. 8)


[8] All at once they looked around and saw no one with them anymore, except Jesus alone.

Moses and Elijah were gone. Jesus, no longer transfigured, stood alone. He looked like the Jesus that they had always known. But now they know that He was not just the Jesus they had always known.


However long or brief the event on top of that mountain lasted, it changed everything forever for these three disciples. This was an event they would remember for the rest of their lives.

When Peter was writing his second letter, writing as an old man near the end of his life, he made reference to the Transfiguration when talking about being “eyewitnesses to [Jesus’] glory.” (2 Peter 1:17)

They had believed in Jesus. For some time now they had followed Jesus. Now they have seen Him for who He really is in His glorified state. He is the Son of God and they’ve seen it with their own eyes.

Well, they evidently didn’t linger on the heights for long. After Elijah and Moses were gone and after God’s words from the cloud, Jesus and the three started the long, joint-jarring descent off of Mount Hermon.


Mark tells us briefly of the conversation that ensued on that descent.
On the Descent… (vv. 9-13)


Secret-keeping - for now (v. 9)


[9] As they were coming down from the mountain, He gave them orders not to relate to anyone what they had seen, until the Son of Man rose from the dead.

Notice that Jesus gave orders. He has command authority and He forbade these three from telling anyone - even the other nine disciples! - of what just happened UNTIL He has been raised from the dead.


I find it remarkable that the three (especially Peter, the talker!) carried out those orders to a “T”. But not one of them breathed a word about the Transfiguration for the remainder of Jesus’ earthly life.


They know that they will only be freed up to tell AFTER Jesus “rose from the dead.”

That phrase, though, sounded like an oxymoron to these guys. They had heard Him talk about rising from the dead six days earlier. Now, He has said it again and they can’t for the life of them, figure out what He’s talking about.

Confused disciples (vv. 10-13)



“Rising from the dead”? (v. 10)

[10] They seized upon that statement, discussing with one another what rising from the dead meant.

We might find that odd. We, who are steeped in two thousand years of Christian tradition hear “rising from the dead” and instinctively understand that we are talking about the miracle of resurrection.


But divorce our background knowledge of resurrection from the phrase and what would we think?

Would it simply make no sense? Would we think “zombies”? Would it be frightening beyond words?

Dead people do not rise! And the disciples had no category for “rising from the dead.”

So, while Peter and James and John never asked Jesus what “rising from the dead” was all about, they did talk about this among themselves as they walked downhill.

And on increasingly achy knees, at one point they turned to Jesus to ask a pointed question.


“Elijah comes first”? (vv. 11-13)

[11] They asked Him, saying, “Why is it that the scribes say that Elijah must come first?” [12] And He said to them, “Elijah does first come and restore all things. And yet how is it written of the Son of Man that He will suffer many things and be treated with contempt? [13] “But I say to you that Elijah has indeed come, and they did to him whatever they wished, just as it is written of him.”

The Old Testament prophet, Malachi, made reference to Elijah returning before the Messiah came to usher in “the Day of the Lord.” 

Evidently, the Jewish scribes were telling people to look out for Elijah, for then they would know that Messiah’s arrival was just around the corner.

The scribes were saying this because this is what Scripture taught! And, because the scribes were in synch with Scripture on this, Jesus was in agreement with the scribes on this!

But Jesus goes on to say that “Elijah” already came. And of course He was referring to John the Baptist, who was arrested, then abused, and finally killed by King Herod.


We don’t know how much of a day was swallowed up by the Transfiguration event, but I’d guess that it was getting on toward late in the afternoon when they finally got down to the plains at the base of Mount Hermon where they had left the other nine disciples earlier in the morning.


The three - Peter, James, John - and Jesus have had quite a “mountaintop experience.”  However (as you may know…), mountaintop experiences are fleeting things.

And Mark’s Gospel shows us a mountaintop experience that is immediately followed by chaos in the valley. Having come down from the heights, Jesus finds that He has descended into a mess!

Life in the Valley (vv. 14-29)

Welcoming Jesus (vv. 14-15)


Disciples arguing with scribes (v. 14)


[14] When they came back to the disciples, they saw a large crowd around them, and some scribes arguing with them.

We have read about large crowds in Mark’s Gospel already. Crowds of four thousand in the Decapolis. A crowd of five thousand men (not counting women and children) in Galilee.


I seriously doubt that this crowd is that large. Probably more like a few hundred people, tops. But there is some energy in this crowd.


The disciples were embroiled in an argument with Jewish scribes as the crowd looked on and listened in.
 We aren’t told what they were arguing about (although it becomes clear shortly what it was likely all about), but while arguing, the whole crowd’s attention was diverted when somebody hollered, “Hey, Jesus is back.”


With that, the crowd began to make its way toward Him and Peter and James and John.

A crowd rushes to Jesus (v. 15)


[15] Immediately, when the entire crowd saw Him, they were amazed and began running up to greet Him.

The disciples must have gotten to Him first, because Jesus asked them a question.
A Father’s Nightmare (vv. 16-21)


The elephant in the room (v. 16)


[16] And He asked them, “What are you discussing with them?”

Jesus wanted to know what was the conversation / argument / discussion the disciples were having with the scribes?

I have little doubt that it had something to do with the plight of a man who now speaks directly to Jesus.

A father speaks (vv. 17-18)



A father’s grief (vv. 17-18a)

[17a] And one of the crowd answered Him, “Teacher, I brought You my son, possessed with a spirit which makes him mute; [18] and whenever it seizes him, it slams him to the ground and he foams at the mouth, and grinds his teeth and stiffens out…”

Just a couple of weeks ago we saw a mother whose daughter was possessed by a demon. That woman’s daughter was called a “little girl,” meaning that she was probably under ten years of age.


Now a father comes to Jesus, treating Jesus with great respect, (calling Him, “Teacher” 
). His son is possessed by a demon. We don’t know much about the son, but the torment of the demon is terrible.

The demon attacks viciously, throwing the boy into convulsions. He takes away the boy’s ability to speak.

The description of the attacks reads like a modern day account of an epileptic seizure. But Scripture doesn’t confuse the purely physical with spiritual warfare.

Some people do suffer from physical problems, plain and simple, and Jesus dealt with those people accordingly. Others have physical symptoms resulting from demonic activity. This case is one of the latter.

And the father had already made an attempt to get help for his son in the only way he knew how.


Apostolic inability (v. 18b)

[18] “I told Your disciples to cast it out, and they could not do it.”

He, like others, had heard of the miracle-working Jesus. And, with Jesus not there (He was on the mountain with Peter, James, and John), he had approached the remaining nine disciples, asking for help. In fact, he thought of taking his son to the disciples as the same thing as bringing his son to Jesus.

He expected that whatever Jesus might have been able to do, the disciples could have done. But the disciples weren’t able to help at all.

Catch Jesus’ response to the father’s desperate story.


Disappointed with faithlessness! (v. 19)


[19] And He answered them and said, “O unbelieving generation, how long shall I be with you? How long shall I put up with you? Bring him to Me!”

Now you should know that students of the Bible are not in agreement as to who Jesus is saying are the “unbelieving/faithless” people.

Some see it as the father, who represents his generation of misunderstanding, disbelieving people.

Others think it was the scribes who were arguing with the disciples. And still others think that Jesus might have been bemoaning the faithlessness of the crowd that had gathered to watch the disciples argue with the scribes.

Me?

While it is strange-sounding that Jesus would have referred to the disciples by the term “generation” I
 don’t see how to read this except to say that it was the disciples who had shown a lack of faith here.


They should have been able to have cast the demon out. Lacking in faith, they were unable, and Jesus was frustrated and greatly disappointed in His disciples.

So, He called for the boy to be brought to Him - which they did. And as soon as they did, the demon made a scene.

The demon attacks! (v. 20)


[20] They brought the boy to Him. When he saw Him, immediately the spirit threw him into a convulsion, and falling to the ground, he began rolling around and foaming at the mouth.



As soon as the boy got within sight of Jesus, the demon within the boy attacked the boy.

Playing out just as the father had described, it was a vicious attack. From within the boy, the demon threw the boy to the ground. There were violent convulsions, uncontrollable movement, foaming at the mouth.

Suffering for years (vv. 21-22a)


[21] And He asked his father, “How long has this been happening to him?” And he said, “From childhood. [22a] “It has often thrown him both into the fire and into the water to destroy him.

So, we now know that this is not a little boy. He has suffered from the torment of this demon that is bent on his destruction for years. 

Having struck out with the disciples, the father goes straight to the top.
Faith Will Be the Victory (vv. 22b-24)


Begging for Jesus’ help (v. 22b)


[22b] “…But if You can do anything, take pity on us and help us!”

He’s begging. It’s not clear to me that the father is absolutely convinced that Jesus can do anything. But “if possible,” please help!

Jesus’ comeback is startling.

Jesus calls the father to faith (vv. 23)


[23] And Jesus said to him, “‘If You can?’ All things are possible to him who believes.”

We almost cringe when we hear Jesus say this. It sounds like such a carte blanche promise. It leaves open the accusation of foolishness for holding on to such a seemingly blank check promise, when we all know that not everything we pray about will happen.


Not every disease will be healed. Not every marriage will be restored. Not every demon will be cast out. 


But Jesus’ comment here places the emphasis where it belongs - and that is on the power of God!


He does not promise that every prayer we pray will be answered in the affirmative. He only says that faith in God on the part of the one in need makes all things POSSIBLE because God is able to do all things. 

Well, this father “got it.”

And as he confessed an internal push-me/pull-you struggle, he couched his request for help perfectly, focusing not on his unbelief, but on Jesus’ ability to increase his faith.


A faithful cry for faith (v. 24)


[24] Immediately
 the boy’s father cried out and said, “I do believe; help my unbelief.”

He confessed belief and asked Jesus to grow his faith. And that is a prayer Jesus delights to answer.
A Dream Come True! (vv. 25-27)


The evil spirit cast out (v. 25)


[25] When Jesus saw that a crowd was rapidly gathering, He rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, “You deaf and mute spirit, I command you, come out of him and do not enter him again.”

It would seem that for some reason Jesus wanted to deal with this demon before the crowds arrived. So, as He saw the people coming toward Him, He summarily commanded the demon to depart.


And he provides protection for the boy into the future, as well. As Jesus let us know in another place,
 demons have a nasty habit of re-inhabiting a host from whom they are cast out. Jesus will not allow that in this case.

The exorcism is described, briefly, in the words that follow.

The boy delivered (vv. 26-27)


[26] After crying out and throwing him into terrible convulsions, it came out; and the boy became so much like a corpse that most of them said, “He is dead!” [27] But Jesus took him by the hand and raised him; and he got up.

Things got worse before they got better. There were more convulsions. There was a demonic scream. And when the demon left, it appeared that he had left behind a corpse.

But then Jesus raised the boy, and he stood up on his own two feet, whole, no longer tormented.

This is another great scene showing Jesus’ miracle-working power, His grace and mercy, AND His authority over the spirit world.

But we would be remiss if we neglected the fact that at the end of the day, there were nine discouraged and confused disciples.


The final scene in this story shows the whole group inside the house where they were staying in Caesarea Philippi. The disciples who had been unable to cast the demon out of the boy had a question for Jesus.
The Power of Faith/Prayer (vv. 28-29)


Confused disciples (v. 28)


[28] When He came into the house, His disciples began questioning Him privately, “Why could we not drive it out?”

With that question, my estimation of these guys skyrockets. This is a gutsy question. I’ve got a lot of respect for people who want to know why they failed, how to improve, where to go from here.


And the nine disciples were honest enough with themselves to know that they had blown it, that they should have been able to have cast the demon out. But they couldn’t and they didn’t know what they had done wrong.

So, their question. Why could we not do it? Was it a technology thing? Were we not saying the right words the right way?

Or is the problem, us? Is it character, Jesus? Is there something wrong with us, personally?

To this question Jesus gives a short, provocative answer.

The problem: prayerlessness (v. 29)


[29] And He said to them, “This kind cannot come out by anything but prayer.”

Listen to Jesus. “No, fellas, it wasn’t technology. You didn’t say the wrong words and you weren’t tilting your head at the wrong angle. And it’s not your character. It’s really not about you, at all. The problem you were confronting can only be dealt with prayerfully. And you didn’t pray.” 
Conclusion:


Up on the Mount of Transfiguration, Jesus was revealed to be who He truly was. Peter’s silly suggestion added comic relief, but the point was that Jesus is the glorious Son of God!


Back on the level plain at the base of the mountain, Jesus was still the glorious Son of God, just not as easily recognized as such.


When Jesus diagnosed the problem of the nine disciples’ inability to cast out a demon, He landed on faithlessness. (9:19) When handing out an Rx for dealing with serious problems, He landed on prayer. (9:29)

After a few days of living with this passage, I’m suspicious that the diagnoses and the remedy are inextricably linked.

A prayerless life indicates that we have fallen into faithlessness. Trusting God will lead to prayer. Of course, prayer is not the only way to indicate that we are trusting God, but without prayer, we’re kidding ourselves if we think we are walking by faith.


Who knows what battles of spiritual warfare could be won, what relational fractures could be mended, what roadblocks to Gospel progress could be removed, what diseases healed if we demonstrated our trust in God by passionate and fervent, honest, prayer?


FAITH in the (often incognito) Son of God is best demonstrated by PRAYER. Let us pray.
� And remember that in the original Gospel of Mark, there were no chapter divisions; they were added centuries later.


� One possible explanation is that they appeared because: (1) Moses was the great Lawgiver whose dispensation Jesus was going to replace; and (2). Elijah was the forerunner whose mission had been fulfilled (by John the Baptist).


� Peter referred to Jesus as “Rabbi.” Not incorrect, but perhaps insufficient.


� R.T. France, p. 354.


� Compare to 1:11 at the baptism, “You are beloved Son, in You I am well-pleased.”


� The relationship between the two narratives under consideration today roughly parallels Jesus’ baptism and the trial in the desert where he confronted Satan. Commendation by His father followed by chaos.


� Where did Jewish scribes come from around Caesarea Philippi? There could easily have been a Jewish synagogue up north of Galilee.


� Not the Jewish term, “Rabbi” - the man was a Gentile.


� Along with R.T. France and others.


� The father didn’t wait to respond to Jesus, but said what he said immediately.


� Matthew 12:43-45; Luke 11:24-26





