
Sermon 47: Luke 9:37-45: A Lack of Faith and Understanding

OUTLINE

Lack of faith
Lack of understanding

INTRODUCTION

There is a saying in Christianity: the devil does not attack you on the mountaintops, he is 
waiting for you at the foot of the mountain.  This is literally what happens in this section 
where Jesus has been on the mountaintop with His inner ring of disciples, and now that it is 
time to descend, what is waiting at the bottom?  A severe case of demonic possession.  But 
not only that the disciples have had an amazing time.  They have been sent on their first 
outreach which resulted in miracles and exorcisms at their hands; they have been stretching
their legs in ministry as they preached and baptized.  They have been exposed to major 
revelations of Christ’s person and power, the most recent being Peter’s confession in v18-
20, and the Mount of Transfiguration.  But we are entering a section that shows up several 
inadequacies, and the need for the disciples to heed the words they heard on the Mount, 
‘Listen to Him!’  

V37-43 shows their lack of faith and prayer as they fail to exorcise a young boy; v44-45 
reveals their lack of understanding as they again do not understand God’s purposes through
a suffering Messiah; v46-48 reveal their lack of humility; v49-50 their lack of a spirit of 
cooperation; and v51-56 their lack of compassion to racial enemies.  And all of these glaring
weaknesses on the heels of Peter’s double faux pas in rebuking Jesus that He must not 
suffer; and failing to grasp the import of the mount of Transfiguration and equating Moses 
and Elijah with Jesus.

We have been looking at many instances of Christ’s person and work being put on display, 
miracle after miracle has proven the power and majesty of Christ; we come now to a section
which puts the weakness of the human heart on display.  Disciple means learner and this is 
always true in our case, we are always having to learn.  The trouble is we can know things 
in theory and fail to follow through in applying the truth we know; or we can forget lessons 
we once knew and have to relearn them all over again.  The two lessons we will be learning 
today are all about our lack of faith and lack of understanding and these will be our two 
points.

Lack of faith

V37, ‘On the next day, when they had come down from the mountain, a great crowd met 
him.’  The glorious One who was on top of the mountain has veiled His glory and descends, 
and ministers to those oppressed of the devil.  We see that a great crowd is waiting for Him,
remember Jesus has only recently fed the 5000, the crowds have felt tempted to make 
Jesus King, Jesus popularity is at its peak, and this is seen in the great crowds following 
Him.  

V38-39, ‘And behold, a man from the crowd cried out, “Teacher, I beg you to look at my 
son, for he is my only child. 39 And behold, a spirit seizes him, and he suddenly cries out. It 
convulses him so that he foams at the mouth, and shatters him, and will hardly leave him.’  
Luke in his typical fashion presents us with a pathetic scene of a desperate father who is 
seeking Christ’s power in his child’s life.  When we take the gospel accounts together we 



have a very full picture.  What we will see is probably the most severe case of demonic 
possession in the NT.  Luke tells us that this is an only child, something he highlights often, 
7:12; 8:42.  Matt. 17:14-15 tells us that this father in his desperation had fallen on his knees
before Jesus.  Mark’s account reveals that this affliction has been going on since his earliest 
childhood.  That it results in seizures which cause him to suffer terribly, that the demonic 
elements try to end the boy’s life by causing him to fall into water and fires.  That it has 
resulted in him being both deaf and mute.  Some of the symptoms present as epilepsy, but 
it is clear that there is something more going on here.  There are convulsions and foaming 
at the mouth; Luke describes the seizures as ‘shattering’ the boy describing the physical 
effects; and that these seizures are very regular, they ‘will hardly leave him.’  

I love what J C Ryle said about this section: ‘There are many Christian fathers and mothers 
at this day who are just as miserable about their children as the man of whom we are 
reading. The son who was once the "desire of their eyes," and in whom their lives were 
bound up, turns out a spendthrift, a profligate, and a companion of sinners. The daughter 
who was once the flower of the family, and of whom they said, "This girl shall be the 
comfort of our old age," becomes self-willed, worldly minded, and a lover of pleasure more 
than a lover of God. Their hearts are well near broken. The iron seems to enter into their 
souls. The devil appears to triumph over them, and rob them of their choicest jewels. They 
are ready to cry, "I shall go to the grave sorrowing. What good shall my life do to me?"
Now what should a father or mother do in a case like this? They should do as the man 
before us did. They should go to Jesus in prayer, and cry to Him about their child. They 
should spread before that merciful Savior the tale of their sorrows, and entreat Him to help 
them. Great is the power of prayer and intercession! The child of many prayers shall seldom
be cast away. God's time of conversion may not be ours. He may think fit to prove our faith 
by keeping us long waiting. But so long as a child lives, and a parent prays, we have no 
right to despair about that child's soul.’  This section confirms this hope as we see a willing 
and compassionate Saviour heeding this father.    

V40, ‘And I begged your disciples to cast it out, but they could not.”  Here we see the first 
failure on the disciples’ part.  Think about what they have been doing in this chapter.  Think 
back to 9:1 where Christ gave them authority over all demons and power to heal all 
diseases.  Think on the fact that Jesus has been confirmed as the Messiah among them, and
that expressions of the kingdom of God are in their midst.  They come up against what is a 
difficult case, and they are unable to free the boy.  Here is how Jesus responds, v41, ‘Jesus 
answered, “O faithless and twisted generation, how long am I to be with you and bear with 
you? Bring your son here.”  Now this statement is intended for three audiences, the father, 
the crowd and the disciples.  

In Mark’s account, the father is reporting the case to Jesus and says, v22-24, ‘But if you can
do anything, have compassion on us and help us.” 23 And Jesus said to him, “ ‘If you can’! 
All things are possible for one who believes.” 24 Immediately the father of the child cried out 
and said, “I believe; help my unbelief!”  Christ has raised the dead, walked on water and 
feed the 5000 and still people are saying ‘If you can.’  Christ highlights this father’s unbelief,
and the father humbly admits his unbelief and asks for help ‘help my unbelief.’  V42-43, 
‘While he was coming, the demon threw him to the ground and convulsed him. But Jesus 
rebuked the unclean spirit and healed the boy, and gave him back to his father.’  Here we 
see Christ responding to imperfect faith. The boy is both delivered and healed.  Luke 
focuses our attention on both the physical and the spiritual benefits that Jesus brings.  

We must take note of the imperfect faith of the father and Christ’s willingness to respond.  
Many a Christian has struggled with an imperfect faith.  Faith and doubts run together from 



our unbelieving hearts.  We often have questions and doubts, God understands this 
weakness and it should not prevent us from coming to Christ, He will receive us.  When we 
talk about the fact that we are saved by faith, we do not mean that we are saved by perfect
doubtless faith that never gets shaken.  No our faith is something that will be worked on our
whole lives as God refines it through trials and testing.  No saving faith is a weak hold on a 
strong Saviour.  If you come to Christ full of questions and doubts and seek His mercy He 
will receive you.      

Then there is the crowd in general to consider, Jesus addresses the whole generation as 
faithless and twisted.  What is telling in this description is that this is how Moses addresses 
the generation in the wilderness that tested/disobeyed God ten times in Numbers 14:27.  
Here we move from the imperfect faith of the father to the non-existent faith of the crowds. 
Think back to the exodus and how many times the nation of Israel questioned God and 
doubted God and accused God of seeking to destroy them, and how when it came to 
entering the promised land they withdrew in fear instead of persevering in faith.  This 
generation that is following Christ that wants God to give them an Israel free of the Romans
and a King who will heal diseases and end starvation but who are not responding to the call 
of repent and be baptized.  They are just like them.  They have a curiosity and a desire for 
miracles but no interest in Christ’s true person and purpose, they are all about their own 
self-interest. 

And then there is the disciples themselves, in the other gospel accounts after Jesus casts 
our the demon and heals the boy, the disciples came and ask Him why they could not do it. 
Mark 9:28-29, ‘And when he had entered the house, his disciples asked him privately, “Why 
could we not cast it out?” 29 And he said to them, “This kind cannot be driven out by 
anything but prayer.”  We have seen the half-faith of the father, the no faith of the crowd 
and here we see a lack of perseverance in the faith of the disciples.  The disciples believe in 
Jesus, they have even been used by Jesus to cast out other demons, but here is a hard 
case, a young boy who has experienced a life-long affliction with severe effects, the 
disciples made an attempt doing things like they always had, but they could not do it.  Jesus
reveals that they should have gone to God in prayer instead of giving up. 

There is where the lesson of faith applies to us as believers.  Are you facing a difficulty?  Is 
it a family problem, is it someone you are seeking to witness to, is there some need you 
have that only God can answer?  Perhaps you have tried once, even twice, maybe you have 
prayed several times, here is the call to persistent prayer.  The disciples expected everything
to be easy, and now they are not seeing the same effects that they saw earlier on, but 
instead of pressing into God in prayer they gave up.  Jesus rebukes their lack of faith 
because instead of recognizing that the kingdom of God is present to overcome these works
of darkness and if straight rebuke does not work committing themselves to prayer, they 
simply gave up.  God has His own purposes in His delays, He has His own reasons for 
progressing His will in our lives through prayer.  Perhaps the disciples were feeling self-
important and needed humbling; perhaps they were forgetting that God’s power is what 
brings about the results and not because they were anything special; perhaps it was time 
for them to go beyond immaturity to maturity and to take on more difficult things.  Here we 
are taught that faith applies itself in prayer.  Too many today have the idea that being full of
faith is to be less prayerful, here Christ tells us that the faith needed in the most difficult 
situations is applied in prayer.  Prayer we are taught is the place to go when we face the 
hardest situations we can face. 



Here is a reminder from Church history of the wonderful power of prayer.  I am going to tell
you about one of the most famous sermons ever preached.  It was preached by Jonathan 
Edwards on July 8th in the 1740s in Enfield, the Sermon was on Deut. 32:35 (ESV)   
Vengeance is mine, and recompense, for the time when their foot shall slip; for the day of 
their calamity is at hand, and their doom comes swiftly.'  The sermon was called ‘Sinners in 
the hands of an angry God.’  Revival was breaking out in the surrounding areas and many 
were anxious to see God’s Spirit come down on Enfield which seemed very hard to the 
effects of the Spirit.  Some neighbouring Christians very anxious to make sure that Enfield 
was not passed by, spent a considerable amount of time the evening before in prayer.  They
prayed in earnest for God to visit the area.  Up until this point they seemed to be impervious
to the work that God was doing in the surrounding areas.  On the next day Jonathan 
Edwards preached his sermon, and the fire fell.  People who were characterised as 
thoughtless and vain were touched by the Spirit, and here is an eye witness account of the 
events.

“We went to Enfield where we met dear Mr Edwards of Northampton who preached a most 
awakening sermon from these words Deut 32:35 and before the sermon was done, there 
was a great moaning and crying throughout the whole house.  ‘What shall I do to be saved, 
oh I am going to hell, oh what shall I do for Christ?’  So that the minister was obliged to 
desist.  The shrieks and cries were piercing and amazing.  After some time of waiting the 
congregation were still so that prayers were made.  After that we descended from the pulpit
and discoursed with the people.  Some in one place, some in another.  And amazing and 
astonishingly the power of God was seen….”  Murray, p169. 

V43, ‘And all were astonished at the majesty of God.’  The power of Christ and the 
compassion of Christ result in the boy healing and restoration to his father, and this results 
in glory to God.  Soli Deo Gloria!

Lack of understanding

This brings us to the second failing of the disciples, v43b-45, ‘But while they were all 
marveling at everything he was doing, Jesus said to his disciples.  Let these words sink into 
your ears: The Son of Man is about to be delivered into the hands of men.” 45 But they did 
not understand this saying, and it was concealed from them, so that they might not perceive
it. And they were afraid to ask him about this saying.’  Christ has already revealed to the 
disciples that the Son of Man must suffer many things, be rejected by the religious leaders, 
be killed and then raised from the dead, v21-22.  We have here a necessary repeat this fact.
It appears given the excitement that was building around Christ’s ministry, and now again 
after a dramatic exorcism, that people are getting the wrong idea about Jesus as the 
Messiah.  Notice that it says that they were marveling at everything Jesus was doing.  In 
other words, all the miracles up until this point are having a collective effect upon the 
people that necessitate Christ having to pour cold water on their enthusiasm.  They have 
already tried to crown Him after the feeding of the 5000, and it seems that they are getting 
worked up again.  But it is not only the crowds it is the disciples as well who have a wrong 
picture.  

Jesus makes a big emphasis on the fact that the Son of Man will be rejected and come into 
the hands of men, He tells them to let these words sink into their ears, a way of stressing 
them.  But when things are going so well, when Jesus is so popular, when there are all sorts
of miracles going on around you, when you have seen what you have seen on the mount of 
transfiguration, thoughts of glory not suffering are what would be on your mind.  The 



disciples are incapable of conceiving how suffering and the cross are central to Gods plan.  
Here once again we see some of our own tendencies and weaknesses.  We get caught up in
the successes and persuaded by the approval and excitement of the crowd but it is 
inconceivable to us that God progresses His plans through rejection, pain and suffering.  

Christianity without a cross, joys without the sorrows, victory without the fight, holiness 
without mortifying sin, a strong faith without refining fires, discipleship without self-denial, 
sadly this is still our expectation.  Firstly, think on the terrible error it is to have Christ with 
no cross.  There are many who have become Liberal who are ashamed of the cross of 
Christ.  To say what the Bible says that God had to send His Son to die on the cross for our 
sins to pay off our sin debt is an embarrassing thing in our day.  The New Atheists have 
openly mocked the necessity of sin being paid for, a favorite verse to point out for mockery 
being, ‘without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sin.’  Instead of realizing that 
sin is our greatest problem, that God’s justice stands against you demanding satisfaction, 
and because the wages for sin are death; and so acknowledging the goodness and mercy of
God appointing that another can pay your price, and die your death, so that you can be 
saved.  The Jews likewise did not think that sin was their greatest problem, and so no, they 
did not need a Saviour to die and have His blood shed for my sins.  They wanted a political 
liberator, not a sin-bearer.  This will lead us to preach a Christ without a cross and therefore
a gospel that cannot save.  

Secondly, we must be prepared for a Christ who is going to be rejected.  Yes He has the 
power to raise the dead and has power over demons and all nature, but the human heart is 
in rebellion against God and is fickle.  A crowd that today is trying to make Jesus King can 
turn and kill Him because He is the King.  And if the world hates Christ, then the world will 
hate us as well.  The disciples would have been enjoying some popularity as they had gone 
around the various villages, there would have been grateful families who were positive 
towards them.  But if the world hates Christ, the world will hate us as well.  Jesus words to 
the disciples at a time when the crowds are starry eyed are an inoculation not to trust to the
crowds.  Not to put stock in their opinions, not to allow their regard and approval to define 
what it true or important.   

Thirdly, if we embrace a Christianity with no cross, then we will not be able to embrace our 
own cross of self-denial.  If we are deceiving ourselves into thinking that Christianity is a 
technique we employ to be successful and to make everything go well with us we will not be
ready for the warfare we have to wage against our own sins.  Self-denial, mortifying sin, 
breaking our hearts over the fact that our hearts love sin and applying strong measures to 
beget a fear and hatred of sin.  

Fourthly, if we do not recognize that God’s perfect plan of salvation comes to pass through 
the road of pain, rejection and the innocent being treated as guilty, then we will not be 
ready to face the heartaches of our daily lives in a fallen world.  Pain is woven into the plan 
of God not because He is weak, not because He is trying to destroy us, not because His plan
is failing, nor because we have mucked everything up and are being punished.  Christ 
walked the road of humiliation before being glorified and we will have to as well.  God has 
personal plans for our sanctification which include all the suffering that He allows, but 
remember just as God was able to take the terrible experience of Christ’s rejection and turn 
it into good, He does the same for us as well.  

The disciples are learners and so are we.  We need to learn to trust God and apply ourselves
in prayer, and we need to see the cross in our Christianity and how God advances His plan 
in ways that are not ours.               



            

          


