John 1:1
Luke 9:39



 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI with the particle of attention IDOU, meaning “and behold, or notice.”  Then we have the nominative neuter singular from the noun PNEUMA, meaning “a spirit” and referring to an evil spirit or demon.  This is followed by the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LAMBANW, which means “to take; take hold of; to seize.”


The present tense is an iterative present, which describes what occurs at various intervals.


The active voice indicates that an evil spirit produces the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “him” and referring to the boy.

“and behold a spirit seizes him,”
 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the temporal adverb EXAIPHNĒS, meaning “suddenly” plus the third person singular present active indicative from the verb KRAZW, which means “to scream; to cry out; to shriek.”  The morphology of this verb is the same as the previous verb.

“and suddenly he screams,”
 is the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the third person singular present active indicative from the verb SPARASSW, which means “to shake or convulse someone.”  The morphology is the same as the previous verbs.  Then we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “him” and referring to the boy.  Next we have the preposition META plus the genitive of association from the masculine singular noun APHROS, which means “with foaming [of the mouth].”

“and convulses him with foaming [of the mouth];”
 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and then.”  With this we have the adverb of manner MOGIS, meaning “scarcely; with difficulty.”
  This is followed by the third person singular present active indicative from the verb APOCHWREW, which means “to go away from; to leave; to withdraw from.”  The morphology is the same as the previous verbs.  Next we have the preposition APO plus the ablative of separation from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “from him.”  Then we have the nominative neuter singular present active participle of the verb SUNTRIBW, which means “to mistreat, beat someone severely; wear out, bruise Lk 9:39.”


The present tense is an iterative present or customary present, indicating what normally happens at various intervals.


The active voice indicates that the spirit produces the action.


The participle is a temporal participle with the action being coterminous with the action of the main verb.  It can be translated “while beating.”

Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “him” and referring to the boy.
“and then with difficulty it withdraws from him, while beating him.”
Lk 9:39 corrected translation
“and behold a spirit seizes him, and suddenly he screams, and convulses him with foaming [of the mouth]; and then with difficulty it withdraws from him, while beating him.”
Mk 9:18a, “and whenever it seizes him, it slams him to the ground and he foams at the mouth, and grinds his teeth and stiffens out.”

Mt 17;15, “Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is a lunatic and is very ill; for he often falls into the fire and often into the water.”

Explanation:
1.  “and behold a spirit seizes him,”

a.  This verse is the continuation of the sentence begun in the previous verse.  The entire sentence now reads: “And behold a man from the crowd shouted, saying, ‘Teacher, I beg of You to look at my son, for he is my only child, and behold a spirit seizes him, and suddenly he screams, and convulses him with foaming [of the mouth]; and then with difficulty it withdraws from him, while beating him.’”


b.  The helpless father begs Jesus to pay attention to a particular medical problem his son has.  The man ascribes the problem to demon possession, when he says that a spirit seizes him.  The father thinks it is an evil spirit or demon causing the problem within his son.  However, the symptoms the father is about to describe are symptomatic of the condition we know as epilepsy.  From the statements in this verse we don’t know whether or not a demon was actually reproducing the symptoms of epilepsy in the boy or whether the father is mistaken about there being an evil spirit being involved.  Verse 42 tells us the answer: “the demon threw him down.”


c.  There was a demon involved and that demon reproduces the symptoms we know as epilepsy.  Does that mean that every person with epilepsy is demon possessed?  No.  But can a demon reproduce the symptoms in some people?  Yes.  (An interesting historical side note—Thomas Jefferson had a mild form of epilepsy that would sometimes ‘paralyze’ him.  And people of his day believed that it was caused by demon possession.  Jefferson always feared that he would be exempt from political office if people thought he was demon possessed.)


d.  The boy needed medical help, which only Jesus could provide.
2.  “and suddenly he screams,”

a.  The father then proceeds to describe his son’s symptoms of demon possession.


b.  The first thing the boy does is suddenly scream.  We would call this a loud shriek.  Remember the demon possessed man on the south shore of Lake Galilee doing the same thing: Lk 8:28, “Now seeing Jesus, after crying out, he fell down before Him, and said in a loud voice, ‘What do I have to do with You, Jesus, Son of the Most High God; I beg of You, do not torment me.’”  Compare Mk 5:5, “Constantly, night and day, he was screaming among the tombs and in the mountains, and gashing himself with stones.”

c.  The screams or shrieks produced by the demon are designed to cause fear in those around the boy, so that the demon maintains control of the situation.  The problem for this demon is that Jesus has no fear of him (or any other demon for that matter).
3.  “and convulses him with foaming [of the mouth];”

a.  The second symptom is that the demon produces convulsions in the boy, which are demonstrated by the boy foaming at the mouth.


b.  This is a characteristic symptom of epilepsy.   The father doesn’t mention the demon throwing the boy to the ground as one of the symptoms, but that is exactly what the demon does in verse 42.  Falling to the ground uncontrollably is also a symptom of epilepsy.


c.  Compare Mk 1:26, “Throwing him into convulsions, the unclean spirit cried out with a loud voice and came out of him.”
4.  “and then with difficulty it withdraws from him, while beating him.”

a.  The father adds that the demon starts beating the boy while it takes its time withdrawing from him.  The demon is inside the boy beating him, not outside the boy beating him.  So what is this describing?  The demon is causing the boy to bang his head on the ground, bang his arms and legs on the ground.  The boy thrashes about uncontrollably, hurting himself in the process.


b.  Only after the demon has inflicted sufficiently pain on the boy does it leave the child with difficulty.  The verb “withdraw” suggests that the demon comes and goes from inside the boy, but such is not the case.  The demon is in the boy all the time, but the father is describing what he thinks happens—that the demon comes and goes whenever it wants.  We know that demons desire to stay with their human hosts for as long as possible from Jesus’ encounter with the legion of demons that didn’t want to leave that demon possessed man.  Demons prefer to remain inside their host.  Such would be the case with this demon as well.


c.  Interestingly in this encounter, Luke is so cryptic in his account that we don’t know if the demon ever pleads to not be sent to the Abyss as the legion of demons did.  We can only imagine and hope that Jesus sent this demon there for what he had been doing to a helpless child.  Something to remember—demons hate the human race so much that they have no conscience about hurting children as much as they want.  The best protection of our children is to evangelize them at an early age.

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “In Lk 9:39 the reference is clearly to frothy saliva coming out of the mouth, something which is typical of persons experiencing an epileptic seizure.”


b.  “The spirit (called a demon in Lk 9:42) unleashes destructive power against the boy.  The convulsions and foaming at the mouth lead most to see epilepsy as present, or at least a type of nervous reaction that looks like epilepsy.  The spirit is with the boy over long periods and causes him to bruise himself, apparently when it throws him down (Mk 9:18).  The boy also cries out.  Such destruction by a demonic force is commonly noted in the NT, but this is the first detailed mention in Luke.  Clearly, the boy is in serious shape.  The unique Lucan reference to the spirit’s not easily leaving him pictures the situation’s severity.  The spirit is a regular tormentor.”


c.  “Verse 39 seems to spare nothing of his son’s repulsive behavior.  The list of symptoms elicits pathos from the reader, but also accentuates this as a particularly difficult case.”


d.  “The Greek term in Mt 4:24 and 17:15 (the only two occurrences of ‘epileptic’ in the RSV) is the verb selēniázomai, which literally means to be moon-struck.  The Authorized Version renders ‘lunatick,’ a literal translation, in both cases.  The Greek term reflects a widespread ancient belief in a connection between certain phases of the moon and various mental and physical disorders among human beings.  It is not known, however, whether such a belief was still held in NT times.  The Synoptists all regard the ailment described here as caused by demon possession.”


e.  “The possessed person’s lack of control over his own motor responses parallels examples of spirit possession in many cultures through history and is attested in anthropological studies of spirit possession today. Greek medical texts mention ‘foam’ in connection with epileptic seizures, the symptoms of which are in this case (but not always—Mt 4:24) caused by demonic possession.”


f.  “Consider the intense strain that this epileptic’s father had lived under.  His son was in constant danger of imminent death.  Note, too, the viciousness of Satan’s irony; the boy was dumb, yet when the demon attacked him he cried out.  Satan is utterly vicious.”


g.  “When we piece the Gospel descriptions together, we get a heartbreaking picture.  When the demon seizes the boy, the child screams.  The spirit throws him to the ground in convulsions so that he foams at the mouth.  He grinds his teeth and becomes stiff as a board.   Many times he had been cast into fire or water by the evil spirit, and he is covered with scars.  Even worse, the spirit has made him deaf and dumb.  The poor boy can see what is going on around his pathetic body, but he cannot hear or speak.  His father concludes, ‘It scarcely ever leaves him and is destroying him’.”
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