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I. Introduction


Have you noticed that after you have had a really great day or just the right answer or have been successful doing a particularly difficult or challenging thing that there soon follows an experience in which you fall flat on your face—you “whiff” on something simple or obvious?  You might say that you have gone from a mountaintop experience to the valley of despair.  That’s what Jesus’ disciples experienced in today’s Scripture.


Jesus and the 12 Apostles had journeyed to northern Israel---to Caesarea Philippi at the foot of Mount Herman.  It was here, after following Jesus for close to 2 ½  years, that the disciples finally reached the conclusion in Matthew 16:16 that “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  This must have been a mountaintop experience for all of them.  Then a week after their grand conclusion, Jesus took Peter, James, and John up a mountain where Jesus was encouraged by Moses and Elijah and the 3 Apostles saw the glory of the Son of God and heard the testimony of God the Father from the clouds.  This would have been another mountaintop experience.  But this was real life, so after a mountaintop experience came the valley of testing.  


The Christian life is a life of faith.  In 2 Corinthians 5:7 Paul wrote that Christians “live by faith, not by sight.”  In Galatians 2:20 he wrote, “The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”  Up to this point, the disciples had walked really by sight.  They had watched Jesus perform miracles, they had heard His teachings and watched Him interact with people, but soon they would be on their own.  They needed to learn how to live by faith.  In today’s Scripture Jesus taught the disciples a lesson on faith and then a lesson on citizenship. 
II. A Lesson on Faith
     A. The Situation  Luke wrote in Luke 9:37-43 that it all began “the next day,” i.e., the day after Jesus’ amazing transfiguration.  Jesus, Peter, James, and John came back down the mountain and found the remaining 9 disciples surrounded by a large crowd.  They had been left on their own and things hadn’t gone well.  The nine had been unable to deliver a boy from demonic control.  Turn to Mark’s account—turn to Mark 9:14-27.  With their inability to heal the boy and the taunting of the teachers of the law, Jesus found nine hopeless and helpless disciples who probably felt quite flustered and intimidated in the midst of that chaotic scene.

Matthew wrote that, working his way through the crowd with his son, “a man approached Jesus and knelt before him.  ‘Lord, have mercy on my son,’ he said.  ‘He has seizures and is suffering greatly.  He often falls into the fire or into the water.”  And, since Jesus wasn’t there, the man had come to the disciples instead.  Earlier in Matthew 10:1-42 Jesus had given His disciples authority and power over demons when He sent them out two by two.  They had cast out demons then—now something was wrong.  The inability of the disciples to remove this demon led to a helpless and hopeless father and a demon-possessed son.



After the mountaintop experience, Jesus, like Moses in the Wilderness, was disappointed with the whole situation.  As He looked at the embarrassed disciples, the arguing scribes, and the needy father and son, He groaned to Himself and said, “O unbelieving and perverse generation, how long shall I stay with you?  How long shall I put up with you?”  The unbelief and distorted views of Jesus and His will by His disciples and by unbelievers were a burden to Him.  Things haven’t changed today either—how must He feel as He looks at the powerless believers of today and our inability to carry out His will as well as the perverted things unbelievers teach about Him!

Though disappointed, Jesus still had compassion; He was kind and caring—those in need are never a nuisance to Him.  After calling for the boy, Jesus healed him and commanded the spirit never to return to him (Mark 9:25).  Jesus raised the boy up and gave him to his father while the crowds marveled and gave glory to God (Luke 9:43).  After the healing, Jesus taught His disciples a lesson on faith.
     B. The Lesson  Jesus’ purpose in this miracle was more than healing the boy or causing the father to have great joy or even to bring glory to God the Father.  Jesus’ purpose was also to teach the disciples about faith.  

After their fiasco, it shouldn’t be surprising that the disciples questioned Jesus in private.  They must have been embarrassed at their failure.  They had been successful before, so why had they failed this time?  They had probably done everything the same way as before—they had used the Lord’s name, commanded the demon to leave, and waited for it to go—but this time, nothing happened.


Jesus said that their faith was small.  They believed and had victorious faith when they were with Jesus.  When things were going well and everything seemed to be under control, they found it easy to trust Him.  But during the Lord’s absence, their faith weakened.  Turn to James 1:5-8.  In some way they took their eyes off of Jesus and when the crisis came, they were unprepared.

Jesus wasn’t contradicting Himself when He first chided the disciples for their small faith and then told them that even the smallest faith can move mountains.  “Faith as small as a mustard seed” is not only about size but also about life and growth.  Small faith can accomplish great things only if, like a mustard seed or a sunflower seed or a watermelon seed, it grows into something greater than it was.  Faith must be cultivated so that it grows and then does even greater things for God.  In 2 Thessalonians 1:3 Paul wrote, “We ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing.”  Only when small faith is alive and growing into great faith can it move mountains.

Faith is not a particular substance, the more of which disciples have, the more they can accomplish.  It is not a gift of magic that can be manipulated at will.  Faith is confidence that a person can do what God calls him to do—it is “taking God at His word.”  It is the confidence that if God calls us to do something, we can do it—in His strength.  As Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do all this through him who gives me strength.”


“Moving a mountain” is a Jewish proverb for doing what is virtually impossible.    The commentator William Barclay wrote, “To rear up, to uproot, to pulverize mountains were all regular phrases for removing difficulties.  Jesus never meant this to be taken physically or literally.  What He meant was: ‘If you have faith enough, all difficulties can be solved, and even the hardest tasks can be accomplished.  Faith in God is the instrument that allows men to remove the hills of difficulty which block their path.’”

The promise “nothing will be impossible for you” is conditional.  Jesus’ point was that anyone with any amount of faith can do the most unthinkable things, if that is what God has called them to do.  We should not place confidence in what we have or are, rather, we should be confident that if God calls us to do something, we can do it in His strength, even the most absurdly impossible-sounding things from the world’s viewpoint.  Turn to 1 John 5:14-15.  It isn’t the amount of faith that works miracles.  It is the focus of our faith on Jesus who will work miracles through us according to His will.

Leaving there, Jesus and His disciples started for Jerusalem for the last time.  Jesus once again predicted His death and resurrection.  This time He added that He would be betrayed.  Although they had heard this before, “the disciples were filled with grief.”  Luke 9:45 adds that “they were afraid to ask him about it.”  But like us today, they knew what they knew so even after Jesus’ resurrection that 1st Easter morning, Mark 16:14 says, “They refused to  believe.”  Their faith still had room to grow.
III. A Lesson on Citizenship

When Jesus and the disciples arrived in Capernaum, the temple tax-collectors approached Peter with the question, “Doesn’t your teacher pay the temple tax?”  In Exodus 30:11-16 God, through Moses, directed that at the annual census, each person over 20 had to give a half-shekel offering to the Lord for the support of the tabernacle.  Peter knew Jesus’ loyalty to the law.  As Galatians 4:4 puts it, “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law.”  Jesus didn’t hesitate to break the man-made traditions of the Pharisees, but He was careful to obey the Law of God.  So, even without consulting Jesus, Peter was able to reply, “Yes, he does.”

When Peter came into the house and before he could ask a question, Jesus asked him, “From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own sons or from others?”  Peter’s reply to this rhetorical question was the expected one: Rulers do not collect taxes from their own children but from their subjects.  Jesus restated the answer, “Then the sons are exempt.”  The temple was His Father’s house, so since Jesus was the Son of God, He was exempt from the temple tax.  And Jesus’ disciples who were part of the Father’s family were likewise exempt.  

Had Jesus ended at that point, Christians would have a basis for arguing that they, too, as fellow heirs with Christ and children of God, should be exempt from human taxation.  They could even argue that, as His children, they weren’t even obligated to support God’s work.  But Jesus didn’t stop there.
Technically, Jesus did not have to pay the tax, “But so that we may not offend them,” Jesus told Peter, the tax was to be paid.  Jesus was demonstrating that regardless of how unjust a tax is assessed or how it is spent, it is to be paid.  If the Son of God claimed no exemption for Himself in paying taxes to the “den of thieves” run by the wicked, false teachers and leaders of Israel, how much less can His followers claim exemption for themselves?  


The lesson on citizenship is clear.  A believer is obligated to fulfill his duties as a citizen of this world as well as a citizen of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Although his ultimate citizenship is in heaven and the governments of men are all in varying degrees of corruption, while he remains on earth every Christian is also under obligation to human government.  Turn to 1 Peter 2:13-21.  The only exception is when that obedience would cause a Christian to disobey God directly.  In Acts 5 when the Apostles were ordered by the high priest and the Sanhedrin not to teach about Jesus,  “Peter and the other apostles replied in Acts 5:29: ‘We must obey God rather than men!’”

2 Corinthians 8:9 says, “Though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor.”  The Son of God, Jesus Christ, was too poor to pay even a two-drachma tax.  So, He exercised His kingship over nature to provide what was needed.  We are not told how the other disciples paid their taxes, but Jesus knew Peter’s need and was able to meet that need.  Peter may have thought he had a problem when he entered the house, but before he could ask Jesus what to do, Jesus, in His omniscience, told him what to do.  We might expect another verse that would read: “Then Peter went down to the sea, cast in a hook, and pulled out a fish.  When he opened its mouth, he found a coin there and used it to pay the temple tax for himself and Jesus.”  But Matthew 17:28 is not there.  But Jesus said that it would happen, so we know it did—as 1 Kings 8:56 says, “Not one word has failed of all the good promises.”
IV. Application

So, what about your faith?  Do you have the little or weak faith of the disciples?  Your faith believes in God when you have something in your hand or when things are going well.  As long as you are healthy and have the necessities of life, your faith is great and strong, but what happens when times of trouble come?  Each of us will go through times of trouble.  Great faith—faith capable of moving mountains—trusts God when things don’t seem to be going right.  Great faith trusts in God when health is gone, or work is gone, or reputation is gone—when all seems lost.


Isn’t it encouraging to realize that even the apostles with their direct calling by God and their miraculous gifts still had to rely on Jesus to minister effectively?  To strengthen their faith and sense of dependence, the Lord sometimes made them wait—just as He does us today.  To help strengthen our faith, He may sometimes make us wait a long time for an answer to prayer.  That’s why 1 Thessalonians 5:17 says, “Pray without ceasing.”  Just as an athlete grows stronger by gradually lifting heavier and heavier weights or running longer and longer distances, so a believer grows stronger in faith by facing ever-increasing challenges that expose his weakness and drive him to the Lord.  For your faith to grow, you need to stay spiritually healthy through prayer and reading and studying God’s Word.  2 Timothy 2:15 reminds us, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.”

Jesus could have had made the coin appear, but then Peter would not have been rewarded for his obedience.  His faith in Christ would not have had an opportunity to grow.  Peter had faith in God’s word.  Instead of his trusted net, he took a hook and line and went to the seashore.  Impossible as it may seem to mortal man, because he trusted Jesus, Peter caught the fish and paid the tax.  Like Peter, faith in God is the instrument which allows Christian men and women to remove the obstacles—the mountains—of difficulty which block their path.  As Proverbs 3:5-6 says, “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  Trust God and let Him grow you and your faith.
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