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14 When they came to the other disciples, they saw a 
large crowd around them and the teachers of the 
law arguing with them. 15 As soon as all the people 
saw Jesus, they were overwhelmed with wonder and 
ran to greet him.  16 “What are you arguing with 
them about?” he asked.  17 A man in the crowd 
answered, “Teacher, I brought you my son, who is 
possessed by a spirit that has robbed him of 
speech. 18 Whenever it seizes him, it throws him to 
the ground. He foams at the mouth, gnashes his 
teeth and becomes rigid. I asked your disciples to 
drive out the spirit, but they could not.”  19 “You 
unbelieving generation,” Jesus replied, “how long 
shall I stay with you? How long shall I put up with 
you? Bring the boy to me.” 
 

20 So they brought him. When the spirit saw Jesus, it 
immediately threw the boy into a convulsion. He 
fell to the ground and rolled around, foaming at the 
mouth.  21 Jesus asked the boy’s father, “How long 
has he been like this?”  “From childhood,” he 
answered. 22 “It has often thrown him into fire or 
water to kill him. But if you can do anything, take 
pity on us and help us.”  23 “‘If you can’?” said 
Jesus. “Everything is possible for one who believes.”  
24 Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, “I do 
believe; help me overcome my unbelief!” 
 

25 When Jesus saw that a crowd was running to the 
scene, he rebuked the impure spirit. “You deaf and 
mute spirit,” he said, “I command you, come out of 
him and never enter him again.”  26 The spirit 
shrieked, convulsed him violently and came out. 
The boy looked so much like a corpse that many 
said, “He’s dead.” 27 But Jesus took him by the hand 
and lifted him to his feet, and he stood up.  28 After 
Jesus had gone indoors, his disciples asked him 
privately, “Why couldn’t we drive it out?”  29 He 
replied, “This kind can come out only by prayer.”  
(Mark 9:14-29, NRSV) 
  



 
If you’re a parent you can relate.  Even if you’re not, I 
suspect you still can.  Your kid is in trouble, life-
threatening trouble.  At that point, all other priorities in 
life fade away.  Your single-minded focus becomes 
doing whatever you can do to help save your child.  

This can be true even when your child is no longer a 
child.  No expense is too costly, no sacrifice too great.  
Few things in life move us into action more so than a 
son or daughter who is in trouble.  You would give 
your own life to save the life of your child. 
 
The unnamed man we meet here is in that place.  His 
son is possessed by an evil spirit, a demon that is hell-
bent on destruction.  This evil has been with his son 
since childhood.  Life has become a nightmare.  The 
son’s speech has been silenced.  Regularly the demon 
sends the boy into powerful seizures.  If fire is nearby, 
the demon casts the boy into the flames to burn him 
alive.  If water is nearby, the demon tries to drag him 
beneath the surface.  Life must have been excruciating 
for this father and his family.   
 
I know that modern sensibilities dismiss this scenario.  
We live in a time that increasingly rejects even the 
reality of God.  That means that the idea of evil, 
especially evil personified, is mocked as delusional 
superstition.  What credentialed medical professional 
today would ever give a diagnosis that included demon 
possession?  But understand that this is not superstition 
to the biblical writers.  And it certainly wasn’t 
superstition to Jesus, who taught his disciples to pray 
regularly, “Lead us not into temptation and deliver 
us from the evil one.”1   
 
Are we wise to so quickly dismiss the presence and 
influence of evil in our time?  When a man walks into a 
Texas elementary school and systematically shoots and 
kills 21 people, 19 of them children, are we going to 
solely attribute his actions to mental illness or a rotten 
childhood?  1st Peter 5:8 warns us, “Discipline 
yourselves; keep alert. Like a roaring lion your 
adversary the devil prowls around, looking for 
someone to devour.”2  I’ve always appreciated C.S. 
Lewis’ perspective here: “There are two equal and 
opposite errors into which our race can fall about the 
devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other 
is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy 
interest in them.”3  The devil shouldn’t become our 
obsession, but neither should he be ignored.  I believe 

                                                           
1 Matthew 6:13 (NIV)   
2 Unless otherwise noted, this and all biblical citations are from the New 

Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   
3 C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (Bantam Books, 1982), cover page 

quotation. 



 2 

that evil is as actively present in our day as in Jesus’ 
day.   
 
Since this evil has been wreaking havoc in the life of his 
son since childhood, we can assume that this father has 
spent years pursuing every possible avenue that might 
lead to deliverance.  It’s therefore not hard to imagine 
that by this point his resources, and quite possibly his 
hope, are just about exhausted.  But then he hears about 
Jesus, this miracle-working rabbi who has demonstrated 
healing power over all sorts of afflictions.  There are 
rumors that demons flee at his command.  And so 
whether as a last resort, or as just one more Hail Mary 
attempt, the man goes out looking for Jesus.   
 
He finds Jesus’ disciples instead, because Jesus is away 
on retreat, up on a nearby mountain with three of his 
friends for the day.  The disciples will have to do.  
Thankfully, the rumors indicate that Jesus’ followers 
have demonstrated they also have power over evil 
spirits.  If you can’t reach the master, at least consult 
the apprentices, which he does.  Unfortunately, they fail.  
We’re not told what they did in their attempt, only that 
prayer wasn’t a part of it.  Whatever they did, the 
demon is not impressed.  Maybe this one is stronger 
than ones they have encountered before.  But for the 
man and his son, it’s just another let down.  Whatever 
hope remained, there’s even less of it now.   
 
All this leads to a dispute.  The religious leaders argue 
with the disciples, probably about Jesus, who they deem 
to be a fraud.  It’s entirely possible that this 
disappointed father is on the side of the scribes.4  Right 
in the middle of the argument, Jesus shows up.  He’s 
just come down from the mountain with Peter, James 
and John where, believe it or not, he met face to face 
with Moses and Elijah.  The meeting left him 
transfigured, his clothes and person dazzling white.  
Mark gives us no indication that the brightness has 
dimmed when he arrives on the scene.  That may 
explain why the crowd is overcome with wonder when 
they see Jesus coming.  Immediately they rush to 
surround him.   
 
Like a parent who comes into the room and finds her 
children fighting with one another, Jesus wants to know 
what the problem is.  He asks his disciples, “What are 
you arguing with them about?”  Notice that the 
disciples don’t answer him.  Perhaps they are less than 
eager to break the news about their failed attempts to 
do what he has empowered them to do.  It’s actually the 
father of the possessed boy who speaks up.  We learn 

                                                           
4 It’s likely that some of us have been in this place, attacked by others who 

claim that faith in Jesus is a misguided, if not dangerous pursuit.  What’s 
it been like for you to defend Jesus?  Does he even want or need our 
defense?    

later that the son is no longer there.  Apparently, this 
man took his boy back home and then turned around 
and came back to join in the argument.  Now he is quick 
to let the Master know that his disciples came up short.   
 
You might be tempted to jump to their defense.  I am.  
How can anybody be expected to cast out demons like 
this?  But remember, this is something that they had 
done before.  After Jesus sends out his disciples two-by-
two to represent him in the neighboring towns, we 
read, “The seventy returned with joy, saying, ‘Lord, 
in your name even the demons submit to us!’”5   
 
But in this instance they fail.  And here we discover a 
reality that you may never have considered before.  
Sometimes we might imagine that the longer we follow 
Jesus the easier it will be to do what he wants us to do.  
But is it possible that the opposite is true?  It makes 
sense when you think about it.  No master gives his 
apprentice the most difficult assignment right off the 
bat.  Naturally, you start off with the basics.  Then once 
the basics have been mastered, you move on to more 
difficult assignments.  Why would this not also be true 
as we apprentice Jesus, that as we go along he will 
begin to give maturing disciples harder and harder 
assignments? 
 
There is a benefit to this strategy because when this 
happens, apprentices are kept in a perpetual state of 
humility and dependence on the Master.  Maybe you 
now feel competent enough to handle the challenges 
you faced early on in the Christian life.  But now the 
challenges are more difficult, at times even 
overwhelming.  I often hear people quote that famous 
verse from the Bible that’s not actually in the Bible:  “God 
will not give you more than you can handle.”  No such 
verse exists because this isn’t true.  God in fact often 
gives us more than we can handle, regularly leaving us 
without resources within ourselves to overcome or to 
move forward.  If you are somebody who has been 
pursuing Jesus for some time in your life, I can just 
about guarantee you that there are places in your life 
where Jesus is asking you to take some step that you are 
finding yourself powerless to take.  The healing of this 
boy was one of those instances.  Jesus’ apprentices could 
not on their own do what the master wanted them to 
do.   
 
When Jesus learns about the failure of his disciples, and 
the argument it sparked, his frustration is palpable: 
“You unbelieving generation…how long shall I stay 
with you?  How long shall I put up with you?”  Is 
this directed at the crowd?  The disciples?  The whole 
world?  Mark doesn’t tell us.  What’s clear is that the 
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problem frustrating Jesus is the lack of faith he keeps 
encountering.   
 
At the root of the word “unbelieving” is the Greek word 
pistis.  It’s usually translated “faith” in the New 
Testament, but it’s a multilayered word.  Some of you 
remember a year ago when Jim Edwards was with us 
for our Fall Retreat, he spent a whole session breaking 
down this word.  I’ve referred back to his teaching often 
since then.   
 
Jim taught us that biblical faith has three layers.  The 
first level is belief.  You believe in something which, in 
your best estimate, is an objective reality, true 
regardless of how others feel about it.  That’s 
important, because you don’t want to put your faith in 
something that’s not real.  In other words, faith doesn’t 
have to be blind.  Before we put our faith in something 
significant, we should do whatever we can to examine 
whether or not we are placing our faith in something or 
someone which is worthy of our faith.   
 
I often use the example of a frozen lake.  If you are 
going to place your faith in frozen ice to the extent of 
walking across it, the first step you must take is to come 
to believe that the ice is think enough to hold your 
weight.  This isn’t subjective, by the way, a matter of 
opinion.  If ice is at least 4 inches thick, it’s think 
enough to support a person walking across the top.  If 
the ice on the lake I’m about to cross is 8 inches thick, 
it’s perfectly reasonable for me to hold the belief that I 
will pass safely across.  That belief is rooted in objective 
reality.  Belief is the first step of faith. 
 
But belief alone is not enough to get me across the ice.  
So the second level of faith is trust.  Trust is belief put 
into action. In this example, it’s faith that has moved 
from my mind to my feet, meaning I actually have to 
now step out on the ice and begin walking across the 
lake.  This may be hard, because even though I done 
enough homework to have an adequately informed 
belief about the physics of ice, and even though I may 
have seen others out walking on the frozen lake, I still 
have to take the step myself.  It’s not an easy step 
because it carries with it significant consequences.  
Falling through the ice on a frozen lake could mean 
disaster.   
 
However, once you allow your belief to lead you to 
trust, and you do so over and over again, you begin to 
find your way to the third level of faith, which is 
commitment.  Trust helps solidify belief so that belief, 
the next time it is acted upon, can proceed with more 
confidence.  The more I walk out on a well-frozen lake, 
the more I become committed to doing so, committed to 
the faithfulness of the ice.   

Can you see how this applies to our relationship with 
Jesus?  There are certainly beliefs about Jesus that we 
should examine as we consider whether or not he is 
worthy of our faith.  I don’t think that Jesus expects 
from us blind faith.  We testified earlier in the Nicene 
Creed that Jesus is,  
 
      the only Son of God, 
      begotten from the Father before all ages, 
           God from God, 
           Light from Light, 
           true God from true God, 
      begotten, not made; 
      of the same essence as the Father. 
 
We declared that we believe he came from heaven and 
took on human flesh, that he died on the cross, rose 
from the dead three days later, ascended to the right 
hand of the Father, and will come again to judge the 
world and take us home.  These beliefs are essential to 
faith, and should be carefully and thoroughly examined.  
But even if we accept them as objectively true, it can’t 
end there.  The Christian faith is not only about holding 
certain beliefs in our minds.  That’s where it starts, but 
ultimately the Christian faith is about trust in a person, 
commitment to the person of Jesus.  Will we actually let 
our beliefs lead us to follow him, to obey him, to place 
our lives in his hands?  It’s not a given.  In fact, the 
church is littered with examples of people whose faith 
only extends to belief and never steps forward in trust.  
Such faith doesn’t even have the chance to ever become 
commitment.  That must not be our faith. 
 
After Jesus assesses the lack of faith he sees around him, 
he gives a simple command: “Bring the boy to me.”  In 
the past I have always imagined Jesus is telling them 
here, “Obviously, you aren’t able to set this boy free.  So 
bring him to me.  I guess I’ll have to do it for you.”  But 
that’s not how I read it this time.  The difference is 
subtle, but I wonder if instead Jesus is saying, “You 
needed to bring the boy to me and you didn’t.”  Do you 
see the difference?   
 
I very quickly run into trouble with technology.  When 
something is wrong with my computer, I often can’t fix 
it.  So I usually take it to my son, Godebo.  He’s the 
resident tech guru at our house.  Now, Godebo has a 
choice when that happens.  He can say, “Dad, just give 
me the computer.  I’ll fix it and get it back to you.”  I 
wouldn’t blame him for saying that.  It’s easier at that 
point to just cut me out of the loop.  But instead he 
might choose to say, “Okay, Dad, let’s sit down and I’ll 
help you figure out what’s wrong.”  That’s harder for 
him, and for me, because I’m a slow learner when it 
comes to this stuff.  But I think you’d agree it’s probably 
the better way to go. 
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I will never get over the fact that it seems to be Jesus’ 
desire to work with us, rather than just for us, when it 
comes to working out his will in our lives and in this 
world around us.  In 1st Corinthians 3:9 Paul writes, 
“For we are co-workers in God’s service; you are 
God’s field, God’s building.”6  This means that when 
Jesus calls us to obey him and represent him in ways 
that are beyond our capabilities, he doesn’t expect us to 
go it alone.  But neither does he expect us to leave it 
entirely up to him.  We are to bring the challenge to 
him so that together, mostly by his power but also with 
our participation, we might work things out according 
to his will.  In this instance, Jesus could very well have 
gone to the boy himself.  But he instructs the others to 
bring the boy to him.  It’s a small step of faith he’s 
asking them to take, but a step of faith nonetheless, 
especially considering that they had taken a shot at this 
once already that day.  What must it have been like for 
them to go tell the boy to come with them again 
because they want to give it another try? 
 
Let me bring this closer to home.  Where is the 
challenge in your life right now?  I imagine there is 
something God has called you to do that you are 
finding you simply cannot do on your own strength, 
your own ability, your own intelligence, your own 
timeline.  Ask God to bring to mind this seemingly 
impossible thing.  As Jesus meets you this morning, 
where does he see unbelief in your life, manifest in your 
unwillingness to turn to him for help?  What does he 
tell you to bring to him?  Fill in the blank as he speaks 
to you and says, “Bring the __________ to me?”  Is it a 
sickness or some other need for healing?  Is it some 
problem you can’t seem to solve. Or some task or 
assignment you know the Lord has for you which seems 
far beyond your capabilities?  Maybe it’s forgiveness 
you are supposed to extend or receive?  For some of you 
it might be some relationship you can’t heal, or some 
habit you can’t break.   
 
Don’t limit the question to what you might characterize 
as a religious or spiritual challenge.  Jesus isn’t just 
Lord over the spiritual, but Lord over all.  For example, 
do you think Jesus knows anything about computers?  
It’s meant to be a serious question.  If your computer 
has a glitch, one that not even the tech experts can 
figure out, do you think that Jesus knows what’s wrong 
with your computer?  Of course he does.  He’s God!  He 
knows how to transform the molecular structure of 
water and make it into wine, how to suspend gravity, 
interrupt weather patterns, and bring light to blind eyes 
and life to dead bodies!  As writer Dallas Willard points 
out, surely Jesus must be amused at what Nobel prizes 
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are awarded for these days!7  Colossians 2:3 declares 
that Jesus is one “in whom are hidden all the 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” 
 
I’m not suggesting that when you can’t figure out your 
computer that you should skip calling in the tech 
experts and rely on praying for Jesus to show you 
what’s wrong.  Much of the time, perhaps even most of 
the time, God prefers to work through natural means to 
work things out in is world.  My point is that since 
Jesus has all knowledge and all wisdom, there is no 
obstacle or challenge in any arena of life that is beyond 
his expertise.  Today is Christ the King Sunday in the 
liturgical calendar.  It’s a reminder that Jesus is 
sovereign over all, his rule and reign supreme in 
creation.  There is no power, physical or spiritual, 
which can frustrate his will.  And who knows, perhaps 
from time to time he may even get involved in helping 
us figure out computer issues.  But only if we bring the 
issue to him. 
 
There is a tension here, of course.  Sometimes the 
person with great faith brings a challenge or problem to 
Jesus and the challenge or problem persists.  In some 
communities you would be told that such unanswered 
prayer is a sign of a lack of faith.  But that can’t always 
be right.  At one point the Apostle Paul, a man of great 
faith, asked God for help with a problem, something he 
referred to as a thorn in his flesh.  He asked God three 
times to remove the thorn which he believed was put 
their by Satan.  But the thorn remained.  The only 
answer he got from Jesus was, “My grace is sufficient 
for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”8  
Still, Paul brought the issue to Christ and trusted that it 
would be worked out in God’s way and in God’s time.  
So sometimes it’s not a lack of faith that is the problem, 
but instead an inability on our part to see the deeper 
wisdom God has for working out things in his way and 
according to his timing.  
 
At other times, the issue is a lack of faith.  The sufficient 
grace that Jesus has for us is ready and waiting to come 
in power into our lives and move things forward, but 
since faith, which is the vehicle through which grace 
comes to us, is not present, we remain stuck.  In 
response to this tension, I am trying to embrace a 
phrase I heard recently: “expectation without agenda.”  
I think that perfectly captures how we should bring 
challenges in life to Jesus.  We bring them with a 
confident expectation that he will work things out in his 
power and love, but we also should do so without an 
agenda, humbly knowing that we have no idea exactly 

                                                           
7 I’m indebted to Dallas Willard here, The Divine Conspiracy (Harper, 1997), 

93-95. 
8 2nd Corinthians 12:8 
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how or when he will choose to do this.   Expectation 
without agenda. 
 
At the end of his explanation of the situation, the father 
of the possessed boy says to Jesus in regards to his son, 
“But if you can do anything, take pity on us and 
help us.”  The man isn’t setting the agenda, which is 
good.  But his expectation is lower than it needs to be.  I 
love Jesus’ response.  “If you can?”, he says.  I don’t 
hear rebuke in his voice.  Instead I hear Jesus gently 
helping him towards expectant faith.  “Everything is 
possible for one who believes”, he tells the man.    
 
The man’s response is stunningly honest. “I do 
believe,” he says, “help me overcome my unbelief.”  I 
believe; help me trust.  He could pretend there is more 
to his faith, but he doesn’t, because there isn’t.  This is 
the best he can do.  He’s at the edge of the frozen lake 
and no matter how much he hears that the ice is thick 
enough, and no matter how many people he sees walk 
out ahead of him, he remains full of doubt, very 
uncertain that the ice will hold the full weight of his 
anxious steps.  But he’s ready to step out on the ice 
anyway, faith full of doubt, but in motion nonetheless.   
 
What happens, by the way, if a person full of doubts 
steps out onto 8-inch ice?  What happens is the ice 
holds.  Weak faith in strong ice is plenty enough faith 
to get you across the lake, as long as that faith moves 
from belief to trust, from the mind to the feet.  
Conversely, strong faith in weak ice invites disaster.  It 
doesn’t matter how sincerely you believe that 1-inch of 
ice will support your weight, you’re falling through the 
ice as soon as you step out on it.   
 
What this means is that it’s not the size of your faith that 
matters nearly as much as the faithfulness of the object in 
which you place your faith.  In Matthew’s version of this 
same story of the demon-possessed son, he records 
Jesus putting it this way: “For truly I tell you, if you 
have faith the size of 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.”9  A 
tiny amount of faith in a God who moves mountains is 
enough faith to see mountains move.   
 
Another way to say this is to say that doubt is 
inevitable.  I’ve heard it said that whether you are a 
believer or an atheist, if you say you don’t have any 
doubts you’re either kidding yourself or asleep.10  The 
problem with doubt comes when we allow it to paralyze 

                                                           
9 Matthew 17:20 
10 Fredrick Buechner writes, “Whether your faith is that there is a God or 

that there is not a God, if you don't have any doubts, you are either 
kidding yourself or asleep. Doubts are the ants in the pants of faith. They 
keep it awake and moving.” Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (Harper 
& Row, 1973), 20.  

our beliefs before they can lead us to trust.  But faith, 
when it moves to trust and on to commitment, can, and 
usually does, coexist with doubt.  As author Madeleine 
L’Engle puts it, “Those who believe they believe in God 
but without passion in the heart, without anguish of 
mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, and even at 
times without despair, believe only in the idea of God, 
and not in God himself.”  
 
So let me ask you the question again.  It’s what I want 
to leave you with today.  As Jesus comes to meet you 
this morning, where does he see unbelief in your life, an 
unwillingness to bring to him what only he can help 
make happen?  Fill in the blank as he speaks to you and 
says, “Bring the _________ to me?”  What is it for you?  
And are you willing to bring it to Jesus?  It may not be 
easy.  You have no idea what he will do with what you 
give to him.  Doubts may fill your mind and heart.  Will 
you bring him what he asks for anyway?  Will you let 
him help you with your unbelief by letting him show 
you he is worthy of your trust, even worthy of your full 
commitment.   
 
I came across an old Puritan prayer this week that 
speaks to this step in a beautiful way.  As I leave you 
with this question, I’ll also leave you with this prayer.  
Let them lead us into few minutes of silent reflection.     
 

Lord…Help me to honor You by believing before I 
feel, 
  for great is the sin if I make feeling a cause of faith. 
Teach me to believe that all degrees of mercy arise 
from several degrees of prayer, 
  that when faith is begun it is imperfect and must 
grow, 
  as chapped ground opens wider and wider until 
rain comes.11 

 
Amen. 
 

 
 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
 
1. Read Mark 9:14-29 again.  What do you notice in 

this story that really stands out to you? 
 

2. How can we live with the full reality and awareness 
of evil and yet also with a strong awareness of 
God’s sovereign and transforming power? 

 
 

                                                           
11 Find the entire prayer at https://banneroftruth.org/us/devotional/the-

divine-will/  

https://banneroftruth.org/us/devotional/the-divine-will/
https://banneroftruth.org/us/devotional/the-divine-will/
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3. We see Jesus frustrated in verse 19.  He call the 
people around him a “faithless generation.”  What 
do you make of this? 

 
4. How would you describe your faith in Christ at this 

point?  Belief?  Trust?  Commitment?  Something 
else? 

 
5. The man declares honestly, “I do believe; help me 

overcome my unbelief!”  Can you relate?  How so?   
 
6. Jesus comes to you this morning and says, “Bring 

the ___________ to me.”  How do you fill in the 
blank?  What does Jesus want you to bring to him 
this morning? 

 
7. What is it that Jesus is teaching you here?  How do 

you want to respond?   
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A question for kids and                              
adults to answer together. 

What is faith?  What does we mean when we say we have faith 
in Jesus when we can’t even see Jesus?   


