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Mark 9:14-29 A follower of Christ prays in faith

Today we pick back up in Mark 9 after Peter James and John come down the mountain
from the transfiguration and we see them reconnect with the other 9 disciples. And
immediately when they step right into the next events of that day, Jesus uses the
immediate context they are confronted with to teach them more about the faith that
characterizes a follower of Christ. Our passage today is Mark 9:14-29. As we read this
passage, keep in mind what at least three of the disciples have just experienced. They
experienced first hand the glory of God displayed in the transfiguration. We will have
those experiences as well. Not in the same way, but times where our worship pushes
aside the cares and concerns of this world and causes us to truly focus on who God is
and how our life is changed by knowing him. Hopefully, that is what our worship services
remind us of in a small way each week as we gather. But after any mountaintop
experience of God’s glory, there is an inevitable return to the world where we have to
utilize our faith that is strengthened by our experience of God’s glory. This is what we
see as this passage begins.

Let’s begin by reading Mark 9:14-16. 14 And when they came to the disciples, they saw
a great crowd around them, and scribes arguing with them. 15 And immediately all the
crowd, when they saw him, were greatly amazed and ran up to him and greeted him.

16 And he asked them, “What are you arguing about with them?” The real world is not
focused on the glory of God. There are religious people who may claim to worship God,
but in reality are false teachers who are leading people away from God. That is who we
see in the Scribes arguing with the disciples. There are crowds, who as we have pointed
out before, are interested in miracles as we will see again here, but they are not
followers of Jesus. Both from the false religion side, here represented by the scribes,
and from the world’s perspective, represented by the crowds, it is easy to get dragged
into events and arguments and discussions that distract us from the regular worship of
God and following Christ. But we are called to live in this real world that rejects or
misunderstands our faith in Christ. But when Jesus is present in these situations then
we can have confidence in Jesus Christ’s work no matter whether it is religious
opposition, the world’s misunderstanding or the pain of physical and in this case, as we
will see, demonic illness. The problem was Jesus had been absent, but now when he
returns, everything changes, as he addresses all of those gathered by questioning them
about what was taking place and causing angry arguments with his followers.

In this situation, what had happened was a situation had come up, and apart from
Jesus’s presence the disciples had not been able to make a difference. This can happen
to us as well. In the real world, we are often confronted with difficulties in our lives that
can shake us to the very core of our faith. That is what we see as a man emerges from
the crowds who seems to be the reason that the crowds and the Scribes were arguing
with the disciples. Let’s read the second part of this event from verses 17-27. 17 And
someone from the crowd answered him, “Teacher, | brought my son to you, for he has a
spirit that makes him mute. 18 And whenever it seizes him, it throws him down, and he
foams and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid. So | asked your disciples to cast it out,
and they were not able.” 19 And he answered them, “O faithless generation, how long
am | to be with you? How long am | to bear with you? Bring him to me.” // 20 And they
brought the boy to him. And when the spirit saw him, immediately it convulsed the boy,
and he fell on the ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. 21 And Jesus asked
his father, “How long has this been happening to him?” And he said, “From



childhood. 22 And it has often cast him into fire and into water, to destroy him. But if
you can do anything, have compassion on us and help us.” 23 And Jesus said to him, “If
you can’! All things are possible for one who believes.” 24 Immediately the father of the
child cried out and said, “l believe; help my unbelief!” // 25 And when Jesus saw that a
crowd came running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, “You mute and
deaf spirit, | command you, come out of him and never enter him again.” 26 And after
crying out and convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like a corpse, so
that most of them said, “He is dead.” 27 But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him
up, and he arose.

Here we get to the core of the matter. The disciples had tried to help this man, but were
unable to do so. The crowds were used to seeing healings that Jesus had done. The
Scribes were used to making different arguments as to why those healings were not
from God. And this man with the demon possessed son had heard story after story of
how Jesus had healed, and yet that had not happened. Jesus enters into the picture and
shows how true faith works. And it is not in the way that any of these people gathered
were thinking that it worked. The first aspect of this healing to notice is that the focus
here is not on the miracle but on faith in Jesus Christ. The amount of faith is not
important, but the presence of faith is. We see this in two different ways. The disciples
could not cast the demon out of the boy, but Jesus did not accuse them of a lack of
faith or a hardness of heart as he had in the past. Remember back in Mark 6, Jesus did
accuse them of this. Mark 6:51-52 says, And he got into the boat with them, and the
wind ceased. And they were utterly astounded, 52for they did not understand about the
loaves, but their hearts were hardened. But as one commentator on this passage put it,
“Iinability is simply a limitation, not a fault---” It is the crowds who are criticized as a
---faithless generation, not the disciples. The crowds as usual do not have faith in Jesus,
but have simply gathered to see the show that the disciples could not perform. There
are always going to be challenges that we do not meet because of our human limitations,
and just like the disciples, Jesus is not waiting to bring a hammer down on us for failure.
Instead he acts on behalf of those who believe in him, not based on our ability or lack of
ability but on our faith. That is what we see in the second and primary way that faith is
recognized in this passage. Of course that is in the father. This father had exhausted all
hope, and when he heard that Jesus was around, he came and brought his son. He had
watched this boy suffer for many years from the evil spirits that indwelled him, and even
if Jesus himself was not available, then perhaps his followers could perform the same
healing. As we have seen before in Mark, we see that when human hope is exhausted,
Jesus steps in and gives hope.

As we see the problem is not the man’s faith. The problem is where that faith originally
was. Perhaps Jesus’s followers were just as good as Jesus? His faith rather than being
solely focused on Jesus was focused on his disciples in a way. But when he expressed
his faith in Jesus, Jesus brought hope to his desperate situation. We know that the
disciples had faith in Jesus. That has been made clear in the book of Mark so far. And
now Jesus causes this man to recognize his faith in him as the Son of God. But he does
so by using his clear lack of faith. The man basically says, “please help us, if you can---”
Jesus responds in verse 23, “If you can’! All things are possible for one who

believes.” Jesus is not being mean or cruel in his response. He is not even being
sarcastic. He is trying to get this man to see that the little faith he has is enough.
Because then the man gives the answer in verse 24 that shows that he does have faith



and it is the answer that all of us must give to Jesus. “| believe; help my unbelief!” All of
us who have faith in Jesus Christ are in some way in the same place as this man. We
have faith, but none of our faith is perfect. Those with true faith are always aware of
how small and inadequate their faith really is. But the wonderful truth in that is that God
is not looking for perfect faith, but real faith. In fact, whatever faith we exercise came as
a gift from God anyway, so he responds to that faith by working on our behalf. We see
this truth in Ephesians 2:8-9 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith. And
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one
may boast. Starting with our very salvation and continuing throughout our lifetime until
our faith become fully realized in the presence of Jesus, we are believing and trusting in
Jesus through God’s gift of faith that He alone gives to those he has chosen for
salvation.

There is something else to note here, though. One of the reasons that we fail to trust
Jesus in all things is that when Jesus shows up, although he is there, things do not
always get better right away. In fact, sometimes things get worse. This is what we see in
verse 20. Apparently, the boy is doing fine as they bring him over to see Jesus, but in
the presence of Jesus the demons hurt the boy physically. In other words, the situation
is getting worse, not better. If you remember the story of Job in the Old Testament, God
himself was clearly working directly in Job’s life, but in a way that was very negative
from his perspective. Job’s response was to see nothing but silence from God. Job
30:20 says, | cry to you for help and you do not answer me; | stand, and you only look at
me. Just like this man with his son, to Job, life got more difficult when God chose to test
him. Job had faith in God, but that did not mean that life was easier, in fact Satan would
have left him alone if he had not been a worshipper of the true God. Ultimately, Jesus
comes into this situation as the all powerful God to work a miracle, but it is worth noting
that sometimes God’s presence in a situation may not look like the blessing we think it
should be. And part of the reason for this is that we as humans are looking for a
miracle, something God does, but God is telling us to trust who he is. We can be amazed
at a miracle, but he wants us to trust and believe in him, and we only do that with a
person. That person is Jesus.

And Jesus responds to the man’s faith by exercising his compassion exactly as the man
had asked in verse 20, have compassion on us and help us. Jesus wanted the crowd to
see the man’s faith and God’s response to his faith, so verse 25 says, And when Jesus
saw that a crowd came running together. While they do not yet believe in Jesus, at least
not with true belief apart from a desire for seeing the miraculous, the best witness to
the truth of the gospel is the faith of those who truly follow Jesus. Jesus was going to
make a public demonstration of healing so that the crowds could see the power of real
faith. Will Jesus always do this? No, but anytime we see God do the miraculous, we
should expect that it is not only for the benefit of the one who received the blessing, but
also those who see it. There is no better witness to the truth of the gospel, than the
faith that is lived out by those who have faith in Jesus Christ. Small faith, large
faith---once again, the amount of faith doesn’t matter, but the effect of that faith on our
lives as God changes us, and sometimes intervenes in circumstances around us, will be
evidence to the world around us of the difference faith in Christ makes in our lives. So,
Jesus heals the boy by freeing him from the demon that possessed him. Remember that
Jesus has just begun to be very direct about the necessity of his death and resurrection,
and this miracle serves in a small way as an object lesson of the meaning of his coming



death and resurrection. The people thought the boy was dead. Freedom from the
demons came with the boys “death” ---supposed deat anyway. Freedom from sin can
only come through Jesus’s death, whereby he pays the price for our sin. But the
guarantee of our faith comes with Christ’s resurrection. In the same way that the boy
was fully restored to a life free from the demonic, our faith is not in a dead Savior, but a
risen Lord Jesus Christ.

But there is one final major piece to this lesson on faith that Jesus is offering to all who
are seeing it. Let’s see the place that prayer has in faith as this episode draws to an end
in verses 28-29.28 And when he had entered the house, his disciples asked him
privately, “Why could we not cast it out?” 29 And he said to them, “This kind cannot be
driven out by anything but prayer.” The disciples had a valid question — why couldn’t
they cast the demon out? Jesus’s answer was simple, prayer. The bridge between God’s
work and our faith is prayer. The outcome of any situation is determined by God, not by
our amount of faith; but our response to any situation should be one- exercise our faith
by turning to God in prayer. This is the first time Jesus has called anyone to pray in the
book of Mark. There are only a few times where Jesus calls people to prayer, but they all
happen during these final weeks that are leading to his death. If we are to understand
the connection between faith and prayer, then we need to know what prayer is. Prayer
is at its most basic simply talking to God. There is no correct formulation or proper
words, it is whatever words we use to pour out our thoughts of worship, fears, needs,
concerns, hopes and desires to God. While there are no correct or incorrect things to
pray about, the more we know Christ which comes through God’s Word, the more our
prayers will reflect his priorities and, therefore God’s Word.

So, how does prayer connect with faith? The inability of the disciples was not their fault,
and it did not have a negative effect on their faith in Christ or their fellowship with
Christ. Instead what their inability did and our own lack of ability and inadequacy should
lead to is more prayer. Just as faith, prayer is God’s gift to his people to exercise the
faith we have received from God. We don’t exercise faith by doing miracles or speaking
in tongues or claiming things for God, we exercise faith by prayer. In this Biblical event,
the son had a need of healing. Are there people who we would like to see miracles
happen for today? Are there healings that we want to see happen for ourselves or our
loved ones? Of course there are. But the answer to those needs, to those desires, is
prayer. We don’t seek a miracle, we seek Jesus! We don’t try to offer more works or
more righteousness or more faith, we turn to Jesus! The way we show that we have
faith in a healing, loving, merciful and gracious God, is by turning to him in prayer. And
our God tells us in James 5:16, Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for
one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power
as it is working. And just as with faith the work is a work of God, not of us. So, let’s
exercise our faith, by turning to God in prayer and trusting that the God who is
sovereign over all has a plan for his glory and our good. Let’s pray.



