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Introduction:
     This passage is written as a contrast with the previous one, and cannot be properly understood apart from it.  In that previous passage the focus was on the revealed glory of Christ, and how He had been sent by God Himself to fulfill His messianic mission.  In this passage we read about the failure of the twelve disciples, wherein they show their moral weaknesses through their sinful responses to the three circumstances that are narrated in this passage.  This is not a story that speaks about the inherent limitations of Jesus’ human followers; this is a story of culpable failures that demonstrate that at this point (only six months before the crucifixion), Jesus’ disciples still needed to grow in their ability to be like Jesus so that they would be able to fulfill the roles to which Jesus called them.

I. Faithlessness: (vs.37-42)
   Luke opens this passage by writing; “Now it happened on the next day, when they had come down from the mountain, that a great multitude met Him” (vs.37).  As Luke sets the scene of this passage, he indicates that he intends that the reader see it as closely connected to the passage that preceded it.  Luke does this in two ways.  First, he connects this passage to that of the transfiguration chronologically, noting that what is recorded here happened on the next day.  Second, Luke connects this passage with the previous one by making reference to the location where the transfiguration took place (the mountain).  In writing that this next episode happened on the following day, it implies that the transfiguration of Jesus took place at night.  This would explain why the three disciples struggled with sleepiness, and it would have made the sight of Jesus’ radiance even more spectacular.
     Luke informs us that as Jesus walked toward the rest of His disciples, and the crowd; “Suddenly a man from the multitude cried out, saying, ‘Teacher, I implore You, look on my son, for he is my only child’” (vs.38).  The Greek word translated as “implore” basically means to beg.  The Greek word translated as “look on” means to gaze at someone with compassion and empathy.  Finally, the Greek word translated as “cried out” means to yell, or scream out something loudly.  Together these words inform us that Luke describes a father of a young child bolting quickly from amongst the crowd at the sight of Jesus, and then yelling over the din of the crowd to look with pity upon the child (in the hope that Jesus in seeing the pathetic situation of the child would heal him).  The father mentions a reason why Jesus should give attention to his request; this was his only child.  To understand why this is mentioned, requires us to step outside our modern western context, and into that of a first-century Jew.  In the ancient world in general, childhood mortality was much higher than it is today.  Precise records were not kept at this time about such things, but based upon general studies of the past regarding childhood mortality, it is concluded that approximately a quarter of the children born would not even make it past their first year.  Therefore, parents in the ancient world lived with the very real possibility that their children might not survive to adulthood.  This seems to have had an impact on these ancient societies and the parents who lived with this reality.  Though parents loved and cherished their children (for the most part, as now), there was also maintained a certain detachment from them.  It is natural for human beings to adapt to tragic realities by becoming somewhat emotionally detached from what might cause them great pain.  The point is that in our time, it would be normal for someone to suggest that any child, regardless of how many were in a family was important enough to save.  However, this father is focused on his child having special importance because that only child represented his bloodline, and if the child died it would be the end of his family.  The father’s address to Jesus is also significant.  The father refers to Jesus as “Teacher” (Rabbi).  Though this is a title of respect, it needs to be seen from the reader’s point of view in light of the previous episode; the transfiguration.  On the mountain, Jesus’ Divine glory was manifested; and so, in light of who Jesus really is, this father calling him merely a teacher, indicates he does not understand who Jesus actually is.
     The next verse records what the father says about the plight of his child; “And behold, a spirit seizes him, and he suddenly cries out; it convulses him so that he foams at the mouth; and it departs from him with great difficulty, bruising him” (vs.39).  The father describes that the demon at random times takes control of the boy and screams out and inflicts him with symptoms that closely resemble epilepsy.  Clearly, in the ancient world, physicians did know as much as they do now.  A lot of ancient writers describe epilepsy as a spiritual visitation of gods or demons.  Because of this; those who are critical of the Bible say that the Bible is wrong here when it attributes these symptoms to demon possession, because we now know that this is a biochemical/physical condition and not a spiritual one.  Even Evangelical interpreters tend to modify this view and say that the boy was both demon-possessed and epileptic.  However, Luke clearly states that these things were done to the boy by a demon, and ceased when the demon was gone.  Therefore, a better explanation lies in understanding that a demon when it enters a body, apparently has the power to manipulate that body in any way a body can be manipulated.  They are able to excite the adrenal glands to evoke great strength, or in this case create epileptic-like symptoms to torment the person they inhabit.
     The father concludes the explanation of his request of Jesus by saying; “So I implored Your disciples to cast it out, but they could not’” (vs.40).  The man explains to Jesus that sometime while Jesus was on the mountain, he had approached the nine disciples who were left behind, and had begged them to cast out the demon, but they had been unable to do so.  This should surprise the reader, for in the first verse of this chapter we read that Jesus gave the twelve power over “all” demons.  And then Jesus had sent them to travel throughout Galilee in teams of two preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom, and demonstrate the validity of this claim by healing the sick and casting demons out of the afflicted.  From other Synoptic Gospels we know that the disciples had been successful.  This earlier success indicates why this man thought the disciples could deliver his son from the demon.  So, why did they fail?  Some interpreters suggest that Jesus only gave the disciples this power for the time of that one mission trip.  However, the Gospels never record that Jesus withdrew this power.  Also, Jesus expresses disappointment in the nine for their failure, and that wouldn’t be right if in fact they simply were unable to exorcise the demon because Jesus had taken that power away.  Instead, Jesus’ response to what He hears from the father provides the true explanation of the failure.
     Luke next records Jesus’ response; “Then Jesus answered and said, ‘O faithless and perverse generation, how long shall I be with you and bear with you?’” (vs.41a).  The first question that must be answered in interpreting this verse is determining to whom it is that Jesus is referring?  Some suggest it was only the disciples, others that it was only the multitude, and still others that it was the father and the multitude.  However, the term “generation” is very broad.  It refers to all those born within a particular timeframe.  Therefore, Jesus is responding to this news as something that was indicative of His entire experience ministering in the world of mankind.  Other than a few exceptions, Jesus had encountered over and over again, faithlessness and perversity.  The Greek word translated as “perverse” means to twist or distort something so it no longer resembles its original form.  He was referring to the characteristic of twisting the nature of what God had revealed into something different than what God had originally expressed.  Therefore, Jesus was speaking about the disciples, the boy’s father, the surrounding crowd, and the vast majority of those He had encountered in His ministry up to this point.  Jesus’ reference to the people of His time echoed what God expressed through Moses about the children of Israel:

“For they are a perverse generation, children in whom is no faith.”
                                                                                         Deuteronomy 32:20

And Jesus’ words of lament about the burden of His ministry also echoed the lament of Yahweh about bearing with the children of Israel at the time of the wilderness wanderings:

“And the LORD spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying, ‘How long shall I bear with this evil congregation who complain against Me?’”
                                                                                          Numbers 14:26-27

But this narrative focuses only on the failures of the twelve.  Therefore, the critique from Jesus is aimed primarily at them.  In Matthew’s Gospel, we read how Jesus elaborated on this charge specifically in regard to the twelve:

“So Jesus said to them, ‘Because of your unbelief; for assuredly, I say to you, if you have faith as a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there,' and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.’”
                                                                                          Matthew 17:20

The reason the disciples failed was because of unbelief.  This does not mean that the disciples had no faith at all.  Faith must be understood not only as something a person has or doesn’t have, but also as something one can have to various degrees, and that the degree of one’s faith can differ in the face of distinct circumstances and situations.  The nine disciples who failed did believe some things about Jesus, and believed those things to a certain degree.  However, they lacked an overall deep-seated confidence in Jesus’ word in general.  If what He said ran counter to their own thinking or experience, they tended not to believe Him.  This demon that resisted their efforts simply exposed their weak and shallow faith in the promise Jesus had given them that they had mastery over the demons.  Later episodes would illustrate many other areas where the disciples had a weak and shallow faith.  Jesus’ lament did not signal He was giving up on the twelve; only a certain exasperation over the continual fight He had against unbelief and falsehood as He sought to fulfill His messianic mission.
     Luke concludes this portion of the passage with how Jesus responded to the father’s pleas for help; “‘Bring your son here’.  And as he was still coming, the demon threw him down and convulsed him.  Then Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the child, and gave him back to his father” (vs.41b-42).  Luke tells us that Jesus instructed the father to bring his son to Him.  As the father did so, the evil spirit took this one final opportunity to cast the boy to the ground and inflict him with seizures.  However, Jesus, without difficulty, cast out the demon and healed the boy of all the damage done to his body by the demon.  Jesus then handed the boy over to his father.  Jesus’ exorcism was a complete victory, and demonstrated that the previous failure had nothing to do with any lack of power in Him or God.

II. Resistant to Instruction: (vs.43-45)
     Luke then transition to a second story about the disciples’ failures.  Luke writes; “And they were all amazed at the majesty of God” (vs.43a).  The word “all” refers to everyone present; the disciples, the father, and the multitudes, who were all caught up in recognizing God’s majesty in the things that Jesus did.  This response was not simply to this one exorcism, but to it as one in a long and incredible series of supernatural acts of deliverance that Jesus had accomplished over that past year and a half.  Luke uses two similar words to describe everyone’s reaction to Jesus’ miracles; “amazed” and “marveled”.  One word speaks of being shocked out of one’s senses by what is seen or experienced, and the other describes being filled with awe and wonder.  Together these words convey that the people were profoundly impressed with what was happening, and were rightly recognizing the hand of God in all these things.
     However, having said this, Luke adds; “But while everyone marveled at all the things which Jesus did, He said to His disciples” (vs.43b).  What Jesus says next to His disciples is specifically connected by Luke to everyone’s reaction to the miracles.  It is helpful to keep in mind that the disciples are participating in what seemed to be ongoing evidence that the vast majority of people were responding positively to Jesus and the coming of His kingdom.  However, Jesus now will speak to His disciples to exhort them to understand that the outward response they were seeing was superficial and would not last.
     Luke records that Jesus then said; “‘Let these words sink down into your ears, for the Son of Man is about to be betrayed into the hands of men’” (vs.44).  The expression “let these words sink down into your ears” literally is “ye are to treasure these things into your ears”.  To “treasure” meant to store up things of value to be saved for some later time.  The expression was an idiom that meant to store these valuable things in your heart and soul for you will need it later.  The use of the plural pronoun “you” (referring to the disciples) is emphatic, and meant that this was information for them in distinction to the surrounding crowds.   What they were to treasure in their hearts was the truth that “the Son of Man” (Jesus’ preferred messianic reference for Himself) was about to be “betrayed”.  This is an unfortunate interpretive translation.  The Greek word Luke records here, means to deliver something or someone into the power or control of another.  It can and does refer to betrayal at times, but that is an application of the word, not its essential meaning.  There has been nothing said as yet about one of Jesus’ own turning Him over to the authorities, and this word would not naturally convey that without other things in the context making it clear.  Instead, the one who will deliver Jesus over to the power of men is God the Father.  In essence this echoes Jesus’ first announcement of His coming passion, where He said that He “must” suffer and die.  Jesus wanted to reinforce again to His disciples that regardless of the current superficial appearance of acceptance; very soon things would change and they would see their master being abused and eventually killed by the Jewish people and their Roman overlords.
     Next Luke interprets what was happening as Jesus said these things to them; “But they did not understand this saying, and it was hidden from them so that they did not perceive it” (vs.45a).  The Greek word translated as “not understand” means to not know something (the English word “agnostic” comes from this Greek term), and the Greek word translated as “not perceive” means to not have the ability to grasp an idea or concept.  These words together emphasize that the disciples were not comprehending what Jesus was teaching them about His upcoming passion.  Luke adds that this understanding was hidden from them.  Some interpreters suggest that this is a Divine passive and that Luke is explaining that God was intentionally preventing them from grasping these things.  However, though the disciples lack of comprehension in the end might have complemented God’s redemptive plan, He was not the one keeping them from understanding.  This is made clear by what Jesus Himself had previously said to His disciples:

“And He said, ‘To you it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God, but to the rest it is given in parables, that 'Seeing they may not see, and hearing they may not understand.'’”
                                                                                                 Luke 8:10

Jesus had told them that God had specifically made a distinction between the disciples and the rest of the people.  Those who had chosen to believe in Jesus would be given the ability to understand the things of the Kingdom of God.  So, what was hiding these things from them?  It was their own preoccupation with the traditional view about the coming of the Messiah.  A mind is like any other container in the sense if it is absolutely full already, you can’t add anything to it.  The disciples’ minds were fixed on the idea of Jesus being the Messiah they and the people had long hoped for.  They were convinced that He would soon establish a powerful kingdom on earth that would defeat all of Israel’s enemies and usher in a utopian period in Israel’s history.  This view could not be harmonized with the Messiah suffering and dying.  They could not conceive how that would be possible.  How could the Messiah accomplish this great victory and yet die in the process?  Who would cause the Messiah to suffer since they believed that He had come to satisfy their greatest hopes and deepest longings?
     Luke then added; “and they were afraid to ask Him about this saying” (vs.45b).  Why would they be afraid to ask Him any questions?  Some interpreters suggest it was because they were embarrassed and did not want to sound ignorant.  However, the truth is that first, saying the wrong thing did not stop them at other times from asking questions.  Second, the picture that we are given of Jesus in the Gospels is not of a person who discouraged people from asking honest questions because they were seeking the truth.  Instead, the disciples did not ask any questions, because they were afraid of the answers, and thus didn’t really want to know the truth.  These things that Jesus was saying about suffering and death were troubling and unsettling and they did not like hearing it.  Therefore, they closed their minds to those things and did not seek clarification from Jesus.  This all shows that they were resistant to truth where and when that truth conflicted with their previously held beliefs or with their perceptions of what was in their best interests.

III. Proud: (vs.46-48)
      The next portion of the passage occurs at some unspecified time later.  Luke writes; “Then a dispute arose among them as to which of them would be greatest” (vs.46).  Here we read that the twelve were debating with one another as to which of them would receive the highest positions in the kingdom of God that Jesus would soon establish.  This is clearly in view, it is not a debate regarding who is superior in talent, who was the best apostle, or who was Jesus’ favorite. In the Ancient Near East, including the first century, status and position in society was a major factor governing one’s social life.  Therefore, this would be a natural temptation for the disciples to face.  
     Luke records that in light of this ongoing debate; “Jesus, perceiving the thought of their heart, took a little child and set him by Him” (vs.47).  Luke informs us clearly that Jesus knew what others were thinking.  This would further indicate Jesus’ super-human identity.  In response to what was going on between His disciples, Jesus chose not to simply teach His disciples how they were wrong in words; but chose to use an object lesson to make His point very strongly.  There is some debate as to why a child was chosen.  Some suggest it is because children are natural models of humility.  However, that conclusion runs contrary to reality, because anyone who has ever related to a child; or has even been a child, should know that children are selfish by nature, because that is human nature since the Fall.  Children must mature and grow in order to be truly humble.  Others suggest it was because children were weak and vulnerable in those days, and so it was a lesson of being compassionate to those who are suffering hardships and deprivation.  However, though it is true that children were vulnerable in the ancient world; Jesus was not making a point about being compassionate.  The context is clear that Jesus is addressing the disciples’ skewed view of what it means to be great.  Jesus chose a child because in that society, a child was a nobody, someone without status or significance.
     Luke records that next, Jesus “said to them, ‘Whoever receives this little child in My name receives Me; and whoever receives Me receives Him who sent Me’” (vs.48a).  The idea of “receiving” here in its first century near eastern context is that of welcoming another person with honor.  It the society of the day, based on contemporary views of status, it was the norm for one to welcome with honor and hospitality those were of equal or superior rank than oneself.  Those understood to be of a lower rank (whether due to ethnicity, family, wealth, occupation, etc.) were not greeted in this way.  Jesus talks to His disciples about receiving with welcome a child; taking the most unlikely candidate for such an honor.  For in those days no one would treat a child as an equal and certainly not as a superior.  Jesus was not teaching His disciples to revolutionize the way they saw children; He was attempting to revolutionize their way of looking at the relative value of other people in comparison with themselves.  The reason people would receive equals or superiors with honor, was in the expectation that they would receive the same in return; and perhaps might advance in their social position.  Human beings in their ambitions see themselves as being in competition with others for the most desirable things in life.  This attitude is contrary to the new community Jesus had come to establish.  Therefore, Jesus was instructing His disciples to honor others regardless of their station in life; because the focus should be on serving others and being good to others, not on what one can get from others.  The sin that the disciples were guilty of, along with their culture, and all other cultures was pride.  Pride is essentially “Me-ism”; a focus on oneself.  The disciples needed to learn not to covet positions of honor for themselves as an expression of selfishness, but to instead seek whatever role God would have for them so they might glorify and honor God, and serve their fellow human beings unselfishly.  Jesus adds that to honor and acknowledge others regardless of rank (for Jesus’ sake), is to receive Jesus and the Father.  It is to emulate God, and therefore it is to draw close to Him; because God in His grace honors and cares for us in spite of how we do not deserve it.
     Jesus closes this instruction by admonishing His disciples to understand God’s evaluation of what is and isn’t great; “For he who is least among you all will be great” (vs.48b).  Serving the welfare of others is the greatest and most honorable way of life.  In pursuing it, one pursues what pleases God most, and what brings the greatest eternal reward.

Conclusion:
     Many are rough on the Apostles; seeing them as incompetents or losers.  However, the truth is they were just like us.  All disciples face these three challenges, and must grow past them.  The disciples eventually did, and so can we, if we recognize that success in sanctification doesn’t just happen; it is a result of God’s grace, and also our willingness to believe and obey.
