TEXT: Luke 9:37-43a

SUBJECT: Luke #37: The Lunatic Boy


Today, with God’s blessing, we’ll move on in our study of Luke’s Gospel and look at one of the most disappointing stories he ever told.  Reading it makes you mad and sad at the same time.  But that’s not all it does: it also makes you feel guilty and ashamed of yourself.  The sin of that generation is the sin of this generation.  The closer I look at their faults, the more clearly I see my own.  


The sin they were guilty of was not an innocent mistake or an accidental slip up.   It was against everything the Bible taught and everything they had seen for themselves.  Yet they committed it over and over and over again.  


It would comforting to say that no one was guilty of it but Judas Iscariot—but it wouldn’t be true.  He wasn’t singled out for criticism that day.  Matthew and Andrew were as guilty as he was.  And, as we find out later, even the three men who saw the Lord’s glory on the mountain top shared in the guilt.  


The sin they were guilty of was unbelief.  Now, I don’t mean they were unsaved men—they weren’t.  They believed in Christ to some degree.  But that’s the problem: they believed in Christ to some degree.  Instead of trusting Him from the bottom of their hearts, their faith was shallow and changeable.  Like the water in your sink, it ran hot and cold and lukewarm, too!  


That’s why the story speaks so directly to you and me.  We, too, believe in Christ.  Yet our faith is weak and unreliable.  You can hear it in the prayers we pray and see it in the lives we live.  Most of all, our unbelief comes out in what we don’t do.  William Carey’s dictum is better known than it is followed:

“Attempt great things for God

Expect great things from God”.


As Christians and as a church, I suspect we don’t attempt much for God because we don’t expect much from God.  Oh, sure, He can come through with healing grandma’s sore finger, but what the big things?  
We say He can do these things, but do we believe He can?  

The disciples way back then did not.  But that’s none of our business.  What matters to us is our own faith—whether we believe in the Lord Jesus Christ or whether we just pretend to. 

As we approach the Word of God today, let’s cry with the poor boy’s father (as Mark tells it),

“Lord, I believe.  Help my unbelief”.


I’m getting ahead of myself.  For now, we’ve got a story to get to.  And may the Lord make it burn in our hearts.  

THE SETTING


The story takes place, “on the next day”, that is, the day after our Lord was transfigured.  Luke seems to be getting at something here: he puts the story in this order to make us feel the contrast.  Last night was a time of glory: A divine brilliance had shone from the Lord’s face, Moses and Elijah were there to adore Him, a magnificent cloud descended on Him, and the Voice of Heaven singled Him out for praise,

“This is My Beloved Son in whom I am well pleased;

hear Him!”


But the moment has passed.  By sun up the next day, we find the Lord wading into a swamp of sin and misery—a chaos of Satanic cruelty and human unbelief.  


What humility!  Last night the Lord was transfigured, but He wasn’t puffed up by it.  Though His face shone like the sun, His head was not swollen with pride.  We can only say,

“Let this mind be in you, which

was also in Christ Jesus”.

Where is He?  He is still in Galilee, in or near the town of Caesarea Philippi.  The people there knew Him; it was there, in Galilee, that He did most of His great works.  Up to this time, all of them, in fact, had been done within a fifty mile radius of where He was that day.  


When the people find out where He is, they gather by the thousands to meet Him.  

THE REQUEST


You can imagine that “a multitude” wouldn’t be too quiet.  Think of thousands of people excited to see Him, and many of them desperate for His help.  Mark adds another detail to indicate how noisy it was that day: the scribes and the disciples were in a heated argument—they were yelling at each other and no doubt trying to rally the people to their sides.  


But over all the noise, one man’s voice could be heard.  He called out to the Lord—and apparently his words were so full of pain and horror that they caught the Lord’s attention.  


What does he want?  He wants help, help for his son.  Luke adds the telling word, 

“My only son”.


What’s wrong with the boy?  The symptoms look a lot like epilepsy, he

“Cries out, convulses, foams at the

mouth and bruises [him]”.


Some commentators believe that was all that was wrong with the boy, he was an epileptic.  The problem is that our verses say the seizures were brought on by “a spirit” and “a demon”.  


Was the boy possessed by the devil or was he just sick?  In my opinion, both are true.  Without being dogmatic, it seems to me that the boy was an epileptic and that a demon provoked the seizures to torture the child and to terrify everyone who saw him. 


In any event, the boy was in a bad way.  And so was his father, for if he’s the only son, then the family will die out a name will be lost in Israel.  To the Jew, this was an appalling prospect.


The man begs the Lord to heal his son.

THE FAILURE


So far the story is very much like the ones that came before.  Think of Jairus and his daughter, for example, the woman with the issue of blood, and so on.  


But v.40 puts a new twist on it.  The father says,

“So I implored Your disciples to cast 

it out and they could not”.


This is interesting.  Jesus Christ was not the only one who had the power to exorcise demons.  Back in v.1 of our chapter, He gave this authority to the disciples—and they used it successfully.  In vv.49-50, we learn that, not only the Twelve could do it, but other good men could as well.  In Chapters 10 and 11 we find that even others could do it.  


But whatever they did with other demons, this one was too tough for them.  They commanded him to come out and he didn’t; they prayed and nothing happened; they laid hands on the boy, but to no effect.  The devil in this boy was too stubborn for the disciples.  

THE LACK


What was wrong with the disciples?  Had they forgotten the magic words?  No they hadn’t because there were no magic words!  It wasn’t a matter of signing the cross in the wrong way or of forgetting to anoint with oil or of not invoking the powerful names of God.  Mumbo Jumbo does not impress the devil.


What the men lacked was something else.  The Lord tells us what it was, 

“O faithless and perverse generation”.


Matthew makes it even plainer.  In his account the Lord says they couldn’t do it 

“Because of [their] unbelief”.


It was a lack of faith or trust or confidence in Jesus Christ that made them fail.  The demon wasn’t stronger than the Lord Jesus—of course not!—but he was stronger than their faith in the Lord Jesus.

THE EXORCISM


  This is proved in the story.  When our Lord turns on the devil, he throws down the boy and convulses him with great violence.  But the Word of Christ prevails.  When the demon is told to leave, he has no choice.  Out he goes! 


The devil is cast out of the boy, the epilepsy is healed, and the son is given back to his father.  Both go home rejoicing in what the Lord has done for them.  

THE AFTERMATH


What do the people think of all this?  Just what you would expect,

“They were all amazed at the majesty of God…

[and] everyone marveled at all the things

which Jesus did”.


In the healing of the boy, the crowds saw what they were supposed to see: the compassionate power of God at work in Jesus Christ. 

THE MESSAGE


The message was given at the start of today’s sermon: unbelief hinders the work of Christ in our lives.  

As the story shows, the devil had no power to resist Christ.  One word sent him fleeing with his tail between his legs.  There was no fight at all; Satan cringes before the Lord of Glory. And surrenders.    


The disciples knew this.  A few days before they had cast out demons no less wicked and stubborn that this one.  Yet they can’t do a thing with this one.  Why not?  Not because the Lord’s power or grace was in decline, but because their faith was.  


Mark tells us that their loss of faith was reflected in their prayer lives—they didn’t pray as much or as well as they had.  And now, after days of not praying much and not believing much, they’re helpless to resist the devil, to do good to others, and to glorify God.  


But what would you expect?  Faith has no power, of course, but what it does is hold on to the power of Christ.  The wires in your house generate no electricity, but they carry it from the power plant to your light bulbs.  


Jesus Christ is the power plant and good works are the light bulbs.  What gets the power from one to the other is…faith.  


Here’s a quote from Spurgeon on faith,

“Why does the Lord always lay such stress upon faith?

Why is faith so essential?  It is because of its receptive

Power!  A purse will not make a man rich, yet without

Some place for his money how should a man acquire

Wealth?  Faith of itself could not contribute a penny

To salvation, but it is the purse which holds a precious

Christ within itself; yea, it holds all the treasures of

Divine love.  If a man is thirsty, a rope and bucket, 

In themselves, are not of much use to him, but if

There is a well nearby, the very thing that is needed

Is a bucket and a rope, by means of which the

Water can be gotten.  Faith is the bucket by which

A man can draw from the wells of salvation, and

Drink to his heart’s content”.


He is exactly right about salvation and also about service.  It is not that faith saves or even that faith enables us to serve God and do others good.  No, what faith does is put you in contact with Christ who enables you to serve God and do others good.  


It is in this way that unbelief limits God.  Doubt does not make God any weaker or less merciful than He is.  What it does is make us less able to receive the power and grace He offers.

THE CHALLENGE


Do you want to grow in grace?  Do you want to be a better husband or wife or parent or child than you are?  Do you want the courage to evangelize and the patience to suffer for Christ?  Do you want to be a blessing to fellow believers?  


If you do, you must grow in faith.  Faith is not more important than love or hope or good works.  No, it isn’t.  What faith is is the way to obtain love, hope or good works. 


Why did the Israelites die in the wilderness?  Many bad things could be said about them: they were scared at Kadesh Barnea, they worshiped an idol at Mount Sinai, the committed fornication with the girls of Moab, the griped non-stop, and so on.  But all of these bad things—and the absence of their opposites—were the product of one thing.  Hebrews 3:9 says,

“They could not enter in because of their unbelief”.

HOW TO


You need more faith than you have.  How do you get it?  Two things stand out:


First of all, you pray for it.  The boy’s father prayed, “Help my unbelief”.  Since you need faith more than anything, you ought to pray for it more than for anything else.  Do you?  If you don’t, maybe 

“You have not because you ask not”.


As important as prayer is, there’s something even more important in getting, keeping, and increasing your faith.  What that is is to meditate on Jesus Christ.  


Did you know that I’m afraid of heights?  I like to ride my bike down the trail of Alameda Creek, and up until a few months ago, it was easy to do.  But the roadwork in the area has made it much harder—for me, at least.  There’s a cyclone fence near Mission Boulevard.  To get around it, I have to cross the train bridge on a metal grate which seems flimsy and 1,000 feet high to me.  But, if I’m going to ride the trail, I’ve pretty much got to do it.  


The first time I tried crossing it, I had to turn around, I was so scared.  Bawling myself out for being a chicken did me no good at all!  I knew my unreasonable and embarrassing.  Yet, I couldn’t shake it.  


Until one day, down on the trail, I saw a train cross that bridge.  I wasn’t sure how heavy the train was, but I’m guessing it weighed quite a bit more than I do.  The track didn’t buckle under its weight and the pillars didn’t snap off.  From watching the bridge I found the courage to cross it.  


The same thing is true with faith in Christ.  Don’t look at your faith!  The closer you look at it, the weaker it looks.  Look at Christ.  The longer you look at Him, the stronger your faith becomes because He can be counted on.  


If you want more faith, study your Savior more.  Read the Bible, meditate, pray, and talk to others about what Christ has done for them.  


It’s easy to bawl out the unbelief the men had way back then.  What’s not so easy is to improve on it.  Yet we must do that.  And can do it if only we’d 

“Set our minds on things above,

where Christ is…”

