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The Power or the Passion
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A few years ago a housewife in New Mexico was frying tortillas on her stove. One of them burned, & it just so happened that the burn formed the shape of a face. She decided that the image was the face of Jesus. So she took it to her priest & he agreed that it did look like Jesus. And so he blessed it. 

She then took it home & put it in a little box, surrounded with white cotton so that it would look like it was floating on a cloud. Then she & her husband built an altar & began to pray before it. The news spread, & soon hundreds and thousands of people were coming to see & pray before this burned tortilla.


Why would someone bow down & worship a tortilla? Because they want to know that God is near. They desire an experience of God. They need to know that in the midst of their everyday life that God has not forgotten them, he will reach out & touch them 

But it doesn’t happen just in New Mexico, it happens in Australia as well. People flock to healing services to feel a touch of God or look for spiritual experiences, or go to  a spiritual retreat or they go for spiritual readings because they hope that if they feel something they may have the assurance that God is there, that God cares, that God is with them in their lives.

So is that something we should look for? Is that something we should desire, pray for? A feeling of closeness, a burst of joy, an experience of being caught up in the heavens? Well in the 9th chapter of the book of Mark, we find that Jesus has the most incredible experience of the presence of God and while he is there, Peter, James and John are also there to witness it. They go up a high mountain & have an experience of 

1. Power. Look with me at verse 2 and onwards.  There they are up a mountain away from the crowds, when Jesus becomes transfigured, metamorphosed right before their very eyes. His clothes are now whiter than an OMO wash, his appearance changes and there he is speaking with two dead people, Elijah and Moses.
Wow imagine seeing that! But just when the disciples eyes are being overloaded with amazing things to see, the disciple’s ears hear a voice from heaven, a voice from God, “This is my son, whom I love, listen to Him.” You can imagine them saying to each other, “God is real, because I now have heard him. God is here, I’ve seen him in the form of Jesus. God is almost indescribable, but I’ve experienced him, I saw it. I’s true. 
The writer, Robert Louis Stevenson once wrote a short story, “about a ship that was in a serious storm and in grave distress. The passengers were alarmed. One of them finally, against orders, went up to the deck and made his way to the pilot. The pilot was at his post of duty at the wheel, but, seeing the man was greatly frightened, he gave him a reassuring smile. Returning to the other passengers, the man said. "I have seen the face of the pilot, and he smiled. All is well." 

Can you imagine the disciples saying, “I have seen the face of not just the pilot, but the son of God and all is well. I know that Jesus is now who he claims to be and all is well. I have had my doubts blown away and all is well.”

Well the disciples see this scene and one of them, Peter doesn’t know what to say and so in typical fashion, he just blurts out the first thing that comes to his mind. Jesus, it’s good that I’m here because now I can build three shelters for you and your two OT friends. You see Peter wants to stay in this rarefied atmosphere. He wants to savour this spiritual experience. He wants Moses and Elijah and Jesus to stay and if he can arrange for some accommodation, then all of them can continue to soak up this incredible atmosphere.


Now you can’t blame Peter, can you? Moses the key person involved in the giving of the covenant and Elijah the key person involved in the renewal of the covenant. Moses the one who saw the vision of God at Mt Sinai, Elijah the one who saw the vision of God at Mt Horeb. Moses, the man who mysteriously died and the Bible says that the Lord himself buried him, and Elijah, the man who didn’t die but was taken up to heaven in a chariot of fire. Moses and Elijah, now there before him!

There in front of him is the culmination of the law of the prophets, the whole of the OT and they are talking to Jesus the one whom they pointed to, the one who would fulfil all of their promises, the one that stood at the climax of salvation history. No you can’t blame Peter, because we would love to see something like that, wouldn’t we? We would love just a taste of heaven, to get a vision, an experience that we could hold onto for the rest of our lives.

Yet immediately it begins for Peter, it is all over. The mountain top experience has finished and before long, here he is trudging back down into the valley. Talking about Elijah having already come and having been disposed off. To hear that Jesus is not looking back to this vision of power but looking forward to the passion of the cross. They have a conversation full of suffering, of rejection, of death. And soon they walk down into the midst of a huge dispute between the disciples and a disappointed father.

As one person once said about coming down from the mountaintop, "After the ecstasy comes the laundry." And it’s kind of hard to get excited about the routine things of life. Billy Graham once said, "Mountaintops are for view and inspiration, but fruit is grown in the valleys."

And friends, I know of people who think the spiritual life is all about that spiritual experience, about that vision, that moment of power, and of victory. They think that it will involve an experience that will take over, lift them out of the hum drum of life where they will know that the risen Jesus is right with them every part of way, because they can see him there. 

And you know, sometimes, just sometimes God gives people that sort of a glimpse of life. He never has for me, but occasionally you hear of people who experience something similar, but often they want to stay there or recapture it, or they just plain live in the past, desiring something like that to happen afresh. But like the disciples they soon find out that the power leads on to the 

2. Possession. They can’t stay with Jesus on the mountain, for very soon they are down in the valley and they walk straight into a great dispute between the other 9 disciples and a very worried man. You see this man, has a son who is demon possessed. No, he doesn’t just have epilepsy, but he is controlled by some inner sinister power that hurts him, imprisons him and wants to destroy him. And the disciples tried to do something for this boy but they were powerless.
Now a few chapters ago, Jesus had sent the disciples out to preach around the traps and he had given them the power to heal, the power to release demons, the power to make a difference. And they had come back and told Jesus that amazing things had happened through them. But this time they drew a blank. This time they were failures. 

Jesus is now brought back to earth with a bump. He had enjoyed his fellowship with Moses and Elijah. He had obviously been encouraged by hearing again the voice of his Father God. But now he was again surrounded by unbelief. Even his own followers, had not spent the time in prayer in order to exorcise this demon. Had they just tried to reduce it to a formula? Had they got carried away with their previous success? We don’t really know. 

What we do know is despite the fact that these disciples had seen Jesus previous miracles, had witnessed Jesus walking on water, had been there when the 5000 men were fed with just a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish, they still did not have the trust, the dependence, the faith, to help this man’s son.

For when you sit down and analyse what faith is, it is more than just belief. It is more than just knowing with your head that God is there and that God is real and that God is powerful and that Jesus is from God, it’s more than that. It’s even more than just believing that Jesus died for my sins and that he rose again and that he is the one who now lives in heaven. It’s more than just belief, its trust as well!

It’s putting that belief into action. It’s stepping out in faith. Its taking the lessons learned from the mountain top, it’s about remembering that experience of power and applying it in the valley, when you find yourself up against something that you can’t budge on your own.

That’s why the disciples in the past could drive out the demons, because then they were putting their faith into action, but now they are not and they are powerless. That is why the father can say, “I do believe, but help my unbelief” because failure can come to us believers, when we lose our trust, when we don’t act on what we believe, when we rest on our laurels.

So friends we can’t afford to live in the past when we enjoyed that mountaintop experience, we must daily, draw from the power of God and apply it to everyday situations that we meet, that will test our faith.

Let me use another illustration to make it clearer. Another man who had a mountain top experience was Sir Edmond Hillary. For on May 19, 1953, Hillary, and his Sherpa guide, Tenzing Norgay, reached the top of Mount Everest. The first two people ever to literally be, on top of the world. And they became overnight celebrities.

He was knighted by Queen Elizabeth. His name became a household word. And his name appeared on sleeping bags, tents, and boot laces. And he could have lived on that mountain top of success for the rest of his life. But he didn’t! So do you know what did next?

He went back to Nepal. Back to those people, the Sherpas, whom he had grown to know and appreciate and respect and love. And he used his fame to bring them help. He set up a trust that has since then built 27 schools, two hospitals and 12 medical clinics, plus numerous bridges and airfields, and also reforesting valleys and slopes in the many areas of Nepal. Both Jesus and Hiliary remind us that mountain top experiences are great, but living, working, helping, loving in the valleys are where Christ asks us to be.

3. Power, possession, PRAYER. For when Jesus comes back down to the valley and he sees the possessed boy’s problem, he is able to do something about it. He rebukes the spirit and it leaves him for good. And the 9 disciples are puzzled? And they ask Jesus, why weren’t we able to do that? And in affect he says, you relied on a formula, I depend on a relationship. You used words and I used prayer. 

You see prayer is where faith is put into action. Belief is expressed best when we realise we can’t do something in our own strength and we turn to God for help. When we show our utter dependence upon the one who has the whole world in his hands.

But I don’t want you to mishear me when I say this. For prayer is not just talking to God, it is showing our dependence upon God. Prayer is not 5 minutes a day, taking what is on our heart and sharing it with God. It is the attitude where we bow our heads, where we humble ourselves before our God. Where we reconnect with God, where we talk to him and listen to Him from his word so that our relationship with Him grows stronger. Where we hand things over to Him and keep handing them over to Him until we know that they are no longer in our own hands, they are completely and utterly in God’s hand and we are happy to leave them there.

Let me give you an example of this. A while back I was reading the biography of Hudson Taylor, the 19th century missionary to China. Hudson was 17 years old, from a Christian family, but was growing rebellious toward God. Two ladies decided to make it a priority of urgent prayer. Hudson’s mother, was concerned and was alone on a 2 week holiday, she determined to pray and pray and pray, all holiday if need be till she felt sure the Lord would answer. Also Hudson’s 13 year old sister Amelia, decided she would pray 3 times each day until her older brother was converted. Some time later their prayers were answered and young Hudson from then on knew and experienced the power of prayer.

Now that story shows me that they have a different view of prayer to me, but they are more likely to be right. I pray to hand something over to God, they pray to utterly depend upon God. I want a real relationship with God, they want such a close relationship with God that they will accept nothing but to live in God’s presence. Why prayer? And how does prayer get so much power? 
Because it is relying upon the God of the 4. Passion.
For Jesus does pray for this man’s son, but then he left this place and talked about his betrayal, his suffering, his death and his resurrection. He talked about his passion and it is at this critical time in Jesus life we see the real power of God at work. There God raises his Son Jesus from death to eternal life. There he pulls him out of hell into heaven. There he forgives sins, he restores relationships, he draws enemies into friends, those who are far away are brought close.

Now that is real power. And the Bible promises us that this power is available to us through prayer. Not so that we can bask in our own glory and settle down on the mountain top, but so that we can enter the world of the possessed, so that we can bring strength and healing and hope and faith where there is none. So that through prayer, God’s forgiveness is made available to others. Through prayer lives are brought into contact with the awesome truth about God. Through prayer, we can get our focus right and live for eternity not just for the here and now.

The day before Martin Luther King was assassinated he delivered his final sermon in support of sanitation workers on strike in Memphis, Tennessee. When you read that sermon from April 3, 1968 you get the uncanny feeling that Rev. King knew that his death was drawing near. Let’s listen to his conclusion:

"I don’t know what will happen now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it doesn’t matter to me now. Because I’ve been to the mountaintop. And I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over. And I’ve seen the promised land. I may not get there with you. But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people will get to the promised land. And I’m happy, tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the Lord" ("I’ve Been to the Mountaintop" preached on 4/3/68).


Friends, look again at the transfiguration of Christ. See there the glory of our God, his power, his might, his wonderful plan to bring the OT and the NT together. Soak it in. Enjoy the experience. But don’t live there. Come back with us to the world of possession, of evil, or sickness, of distress and disease and with the power of prayer, let us commit these things to God. Let us see again the power of the passion of Jesus and let us daily draw upon its power in prayer.

Now we too will leave a time where we have drawn close to God. We too go back into a world, but we don’t go alone. If we have faith, if we are willing to trust God in prayer, we go not alone but along with the presence of God. And let’s not forget he is powerful enough to handle anything that comes our way. 


