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Scripture Reading: [Matt 17:14-27] 

Prayer 

 

Last Sunday Pastor Nick did a marvelous job of guiding us through vs. 

1-13 which focused on the transfiguration of Christ. You may recall 

how Jesus took Peter, James, and John up on the mountain with Him 

and there His divine glory was revealed to them. Let me take just a 

moment to remind you of 5 characteristics we saw of Jesus there.  

 

1. His divine glory – “His face shone like the sun and His 

garments became as white as light” (vs. 2) His glory is one and 

the same as that of the Father.  

2. His deity – “This is My beloved Son in whom I am well-

pleased…” (vs. 5). The essence of His being is one and the 

same as that of the Father.  

3. His divine honor and favor – “This is My beloved Son in whom 

I am well-pleased” Jesus is the pinnacle of all the Father’s 

affection, admiration, and honor.  

4. His authority – “This is My beloved Son in whom I am well 

pleased; listen to Him!” Jesus has divine authority.  

5. His preeminence (surpassing greatest that puts Him in a 

category of His own) – “Moses and Elijah appeared, talking 

with Him” (vs. 3). The whole point of Moses and Elijah 

appearing was to demonstrate that Jesus is superior to Moses 

and Elijah and He is greater than the law and the prophets 

which they represent.  

 

So chapter 17 begins with a stunning and even terrifying display of 

Jesus’ divine glory, His deity, His divine honor and favor, His authority, 

 
1 John MacArthur, MacArthur NT Commentary: Matthew 16-23. Pg. 74.  

and His preeminence as the all-sufficient Son of God. But what we see 

next in chapter 17 could not be a more drastic contrast. We find the 

disciples in an absolute impoverished attempt to help a boy who is 

sick and demon possessed. Matthew takes us from the mountain of 

divine glory to the valley of human despair in “the reality of the sin-

cursed world at its worst.”1  

 

A desperate father has brought His sick and demon-possessed son to 

the other disciples while Jesus is up on the mountain with Peter, 

James, and John, but they were unable to cast the demon out. This is 

surprising because earlier in Mt 10, Jesus has given the disciples 

authority to preach, heal the sick, raise the dead, and cast out 

demons! Yet now they find themselves incapable.  

 

When Jesus arrives, the boy’s father turns to Jesus Himself for help 

and Jesus responds with a rare display of frustration, saying, [vs. 17]. 

Then Jesus effortlessly casts out the demon and the boy was cured at 

once. The disciples are confused so they approach Jesus privately and 

say, “why could we not cast the demon out?” Jesus responds by 

diagnosing their impoverished faith in [vs. 20].  

 

At first it seems as though Jesus is saying they don’t have enough 

faith, but then He goes on to teach them that if they had even a tiny 

amount of faith, like the size of a mustard seed, they could do 

seemingly impossible things like moving mountains. In other words, 

even a little amount of faith would have been effective because it 

would have tapped into the divine power and authority of Jesus. The 

point of vs. 20 is not that we need a certain quantity of faith but that 

we need to put faith into action.  

 



The answer to the disciples’ problem is not having more faith because 

all they need is the size of a mustard seed. The answer is putting faith 

into action! Little faith is inactive faith. Active faith is effective faith. 

 

Faith is like electricity. It’s either on or off. When we plug in the cord, 

the circuit is complete and power flows. There is a relationship, a 

connectedness, between the source and the appliance. We “plug in” 

to God’s power through a relationship of active trust called faith.   

 

Apparently, the disciples were trying to cast the demon out on their 

own, rather than depending on and trusting in Jesus’ authority to do 

what they could not do in their own strength. The authority that Jesus 

gave the disciples over sickness and demons, was not something they 

could use on their own. We must understand that faith is not some 

entity we carry around (credit card). Faith is a relationship of active 

trust in God.  

 

This is why prayer is so essential to our exercise of faith. Vs. 21 says, 

“this kind does not go out except by prayer and fasting.” Now you 

may notice there are brackets around this verse because some of the 

earliest manuscripts don’t contain vs. 21. However, we know that 

Jesus did say, “this kind cannot come out by anything but prayer” 

because Mark records it in his account of the story (Mark 9:29). 

Prayer is the means by which we exercise faith.  

 

Faith is like exercise in that is not so much something you have, as it is 

something you do. You don’t have exercise, you do exercise. In the 

same sense, faith is not so much something you have as it is 

something you do. Inactivity is not exercise. And inactive faith is not 

trust, but unbelief (at least at a functional level).  

 

Now it’s true that on a number of occasions the Bible uses the 

language, “have faith,” (vs. 20, “if you have faith”) but it always 

means have active trust in God. The reason I belabor this point is 

because we need to stop living our day to day lives as though we have 

faith (as if it’s a given, just a part of who I am) and start pressing 

ourselves to pray and actively trust God in every situation.  

Ultimately, faith is a call to walk in a personal, abiding, trusting 

relationship with Jesus, day by day and moment by moment.  

 

Let me suggest three take-aways from this portion on faith: 

1. We must not put off the pursuit of genuine, active faith 

because persistently weak, inactive faith provokes divine 

frustration: “How long shall I put up with you?!” (17). In other 

words, it’s not ok for Christians to not grow in the exercise of 

their faith.  

2. We must not presume that we can experience spiritual 

victory apart from abiding in Christ. The disciples inability to 

exercise spiritual power apart from Christ illustrates what 

Jesus said in John 15: “apart from Me you can do nothing” but 

“if you abide in Me and my words abide in you, ask whatever 

you wish, and it will be done for you!” In other words, it’s not 

ok for Christians to not pray and yet expect to be fruitful on 

their own.  

3.  We must take hold of the promise that active faith taps into 

the power and authority of Christ. Even “if you have faith the 

size of a mustard seed…nothing will be impossible to you” 

(20). This doesn’t mean that every prayer will result in a 

miracle, but it does mean that “with God, all things are 

possible” (Mt 19:26). Faith provokes God’s favor!  

 

Now as we turn to vss. 22-23, we are going to see Jesus in yet another 

light. We saw Him displayed in highest glory on the Mt  of 

transfiguration and we saw His triumph over the powers of darkness 

in the exorcism of a child, yet now we are going to see in Him deepest 

humility. [vs. 22-23]  

 



At the most basic level, Jesus is telling His disciples what is going to 

happen, preparing them for His death as well as His resurrection 

(though they won’t grasp the resurrection in a literal sense until after 

it happens). But why here in Matthew 17? Do you see the shocking 

contrast? Jesus, the all-powerful One of infinite glory and divine 

authority, will be delivered into the hands of mere men who will kill 

Him! Do you see the irony?  

� The One with supreme authority will be subjected to those 

with little authority.  

� The One in whom all should have faith (as the Son of God) will 

be subjected to those with no faith.  

� Jesus has authority over demonic powers, yet will be 

subjected to and mistreated by those with much lesser power 

than demons—mere men!  

Beloved, the only way this could possibly happen is for Jesus (and his 

Father) to let it happen. It’s true that Jesus would be delivered over 

by Judas. But it’s also true that Jesus would be delivered over by God, 

to provide Jesus as a sacrifice for sinners. Yet this would not happen 

apart from Jesus’ willingness to lay down His life as a ransom for all 

those who trust in Him. Jesus, who deserved the highest glory, put 

Himself in the place of ultimate humility to rescue you from the 

humiliation of sin’s condemnation and Satan’s bondage, not unlike 

the boy delivered a few verses earlier—with absolute rescue! 

 

Finally, in vss. 24-27, Matthew shows us that Jesus’ humility was not 

just in the climactic work of the cross, but a way of life that we are 

called to imitate. [vs. 24-27] 

 

The two-drachma tax was a temple tax, a Jewish custom that found 

its origin in Exodus 30:11-16 where God instructed Israel to take a 

census and every male (20 years or older) was to give a “ransom” for 
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himself so that a “plague” would not fall on him. This “atonement 

money” was to be used to support the tabernacle.  

 

When it came time to pay the tax, Jesus posed this question to Peter, 

“do kings collect tax from their sons or strangers?” The answer of 

course was strangers because a king’s sons were exempt from paying 

tax. “It would not make sense for a father to collect money from his 

sons who were dependent on him.” To tax his sons would be to tax 

himself.2 

 

The point Jesus is making is that He is exempt from the temple tax 

because the temple is His Father’s house. Chapter 17 began with the 

declaration of Jesus’ sonship at the transfiguration, and it ends with a 

Jesus performing a miracle of providing a coin from the fish’s mouth 

to affirm His claim to be God’s son. Yet in spite of His sonship, Jesus 

humbly paid the temple tax from which He is exempt so as to not 

cause needless offense to those who had not yet grasped who He 

was.  

 

There were times when Jesus would offend (scandalize; cause to 

stumble) like in chapter 15 where He refused to comply with the 

Pharisee’s tradition of handwashing because Jesus knew it would 

promote self-righteousness which would offend His Father. But here 

Jesus laid aside His divine privilege in service to others. He humbly 

and voluntarily did what was not required of Him knowing it would 

honor His Father to not cause unnecessary stumbling.  

 

What’s even more beautiful, is that Jesus is the firstborn Son who 

would fulfill Exodus 30 in the fullest sense, not by paying a temple tax 

but by actually giving His life as a ransom, an atoning payment, taking 

upon Himself the plague of death so that it would not fall on those 

who trust in Him. The humility that Jesus lived before men on this 



earth culminated in the ultimate humility of His death for us. And as 

we will see in chapter 18, that is a humility that we are called to 

imitate. In fact, we will discover in chapter 18 not only that we must 

humble ourselves (like a child) to enter the kingdom, but also that the 

greatest glory in the kingdom belongs to the humble. And this should 

not surprise us because we’ve just seen in chapter 17 that the King of 

the kingdom, Jesus, is the king of highest glory and the servant of 

deepest humility.  

 

When we step back and see the big picture of Matt 17, on the one 

hand we see the overwhelming glory of Jesus, transfigured and 

demonstrating His power by casting out demons, and the other hand 

we see the  unspeakable humility of Jesus, who will give His life as a 

ransom for many and who willingly sets aside His divine privilege to 

not cause mere men to stumble. Beloved when we see Jesus in all His 

glory and humility, the only right response is a life of humble faith, 

trusting in His sufficiency and imitating His humility.  


