
Pentecost 16 (Proper 19), September 12, 2021            Rev. Roger A. Erdman 
Lectionary Readings: Isaiah 50:4-10; Psalm 116:1-9; James 3:1-12; Mark 9:14-29 
Sermon Title: Unbelief Teaches Faith to Pray 

Prayer: Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of [our] heart[s] be 
acceptable in Your sight, O LORD, [our] Rock and [our] Redeemer.  (Psalm 
19:14) 
Salutation: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. (Ephesians 1:2) 
Text: The Word from God through which the Holy Spirit comes to stir our 
hearts for the Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost is from our Gospel Reading: 
The Holy Gospel according to St. Mark, the ninth chapter. 

Introduction: Dear friends in Christ, we pray in one of the Church’s Collects that: 
“we live in the midst of so many dangers that in our frailty we cannot stand upright” 
(Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany).  How true and needful this petition is from our 
own experience in a world where: 
• We are tormented by temptation. 
• We are knocked around by forces that are beyond our control. 
• And finally, we are overtaken by death itself. 

I. In our text, we have examples of those who cannot stand upright: 
• There are the disciples who just three chapters earlier in Mark’s Gospel account 

(6:7-13) were sent out by Jesus and were casting out demons and healing the 
sick.  But now, they are unable to cast out this unclean spirit, who so violently 
entangled this boy, throwing him down and causing him to foam at the mouth 
and grind his teeth. 
You see, when the Lord Jesus with disciples Peter, James, and John just down 
from the Mount of Transfiguration, come to the rest of His disciples, they’re 
engaged in an argument with the Bible scholars.  And they’re unable to give an 
answer for their powerlessness.  For they cannot stand upright. 

• Then, we have the nameless lad who can hardly stand upright.  Mark is graphic 
with his description of a kid whose tongue and body are seized by a spirit that 
convulses him, causing him to roll around on the ground, even plunging him into 
fire and tossing him into water.  With a body as rigid as a corpse: 
o He is unable to stand. 
o He cannot by the power of his own will think himself out of this life-

threatening predicament. 
o His limbs and life flay and flop around in the dust as one for whom it would 

appear that death would be a relief and mercy. 
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• Then there is the poor father, who has watched his son since childhood endure 
this demonic agony.  So it seems, who has suffered more – the son or his father? 
Helpless to alleviate the shame and pain of his son, the father cannot stand 
upright under the weight of this affliction. 
He brought his son to Jesus’ disciples, but this demon was apparently too strong 
for them.  The disciples are a disappointment in handling the situation.  And at 
first it appears that Jesus isn’t going to be of much help either.  After all, He 
laments their lack of faith: “O faithless generation, how long am I to be with 
you?  How long am I to bear with you?” (v 19). 

II. However, Jesus does say: “Bring him to me” (v 19).  So, the boy is brought to 
Jesus: 
• The unclean spirit reacts to the Lord’s presence, causing the boy to tumble 

around on the ground and foam at the mouth. 
• The father makes a rather iffy petition: “But if you can do anything, have 

compassion on us and help us” (v 22). 
• Jesus responds: “If you can!  All things are possible for one who believes” (v 

23). 
These words of Jesus open the man’s lips for another prayer.  It’s a prayer that is, in 
fact, a one-sentence summary of the Lord’s Prayer: “I believe; help my unbelief!” 
(v 24).  That is the prayer not only of this desperate father, but also of every Christian.  
It is your prayer, for we cannot stand upright. 
When we pray the words of the Third Article’s explanation in the catechism, “I 
believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, 
or come to Him,” we are not merely making a statement about our conversion, our 
coming to faith.  We are, in fact, confessing that it is only by the Spirit at work in 
the Gospel that we believe now, in the present tense: “I believe now! Help my 
continuing struggle against unbelief!” 
What are the struggles in your lives that show how powerless you are against Satan 
and his evil forces that, you are unable to stand upright?  If you’re like me, they are 
certainly many: anxiety, depression, demonic, physical infirmity, and the list goes 
on: 
• So, when you call God “our Father” as in the Lord’s Prayer and petition that 

His name be kept holy among us, that His kingdom come as He gives us His 
Spirit so that by His grace, we believe His Word.  Yes, that is every time you 
petition your heavenly Father for the struggles of your life. 
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• In the same manner, when you ask that God’s will be done even as He breaks 
and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the devil, the world, and our sinful 
nature.  Yes, that is every time you petition your heavenly Father for the 
struggles of your life. 

• This is what you are praying for when you implore to receive daily bread with 
thanksgiving and when you petition God not to look upon your sins or on account 
of them reject your prayer.  Yes, that is every time you petition your heavenly 
Father for the struggles of your life. 

• This is what you are praying for when you call upon God in the face of 
temptation, asking Him to guard and keep you that the devil, the world, and your 
sinful flesh may not deceive you or mislead you into false belief, despair, and 
other great shame and vice, and that finally he would rescue you from every evil 
of body and soul and bring you to himself in heaven. Yes, that is every time you 
petition your heavenly Father for the struggles of your life. 

III. As we consider Jesus’ parting words, “This kind [of spirit possession] cannot 
be driven out by anything but prayer” (v 29), what does Jesus mean?  Jesus’ reply 
concerning prayer does two things: 
• First, it forces the disciples and us to take our eyes off ourselves and to turn to 

God for the struggles of our lives. 
• Secondly, that in connection to our Christian faith, we walk by faith not by sight.  

Faith, the Bible says elsewhere “is being sure of the things we hope for, being 
convinced of the things we can’t see” (Hebrews 11:1). 

Therefore, in the healing of this lad, that God Jesus is the Doer in the “exorcism” of 
the unclean spirit. 
This, then, should be a warning for us.  The warning is that we do not turn prayer 
into a false God.  Whereby, thinking that if we pray, the prayer serves as something 
magical to be answered immediately as we expect it to be answered.  Rather, in the 
words of our text: “I BELIEVE; HELP MY UNBELIEF!” IS THE PRAYER THAT THOSE 
WHO CANNOT STAND UPRIGHT PRAY. 
Conclusion: Dear friends in Christ, we can pray this prayer because the One Who 
heard it from the lips of a desperate father went to Calvary as our Savior.  And in 
His resurrection from the dead, He stands upright as our great and everlasting High 
Priest, whose righteousness enables us to stand before Him forever. Yes, faith 
confesses: “I believe; help my unbelief!” 
In the name of T Jesus, Who forgives all your sins.  Amen. 
 

To God alone the Glory! 


