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Do you have real saving faith?

We use the word faith in different ways, don’t w&'@ talk about faith as a
blind leap in the dark, contrary to reason, a ebgpiritual wishful thinking. Or we
think of faith as assent to certain propositions b€ a Christian is to believe certain
truths.

But neither of these constitutes what scriptutks caving faith. Saving faith
takes hold of Jesus Christ in such a way that pdnesaks in on our experience and
lives, and we are changed by it. Saving faithke A plug pushed into the socket so
that power flows freely from Jesus Christ, animgtime machinery of our lives.

Let me ask you again, do you have that kind dhfaFaith that accesses life-
transforming power? Power that serves others, ptvetrdefeats the dark and the
demonic and even defeats death itself?

It is with this question that Mark 9:14-29 is opead. Before we look at it
together, however, let's bow our heads and pray,

“Father, with Samuel we pray, ‘Speak Lord, yourvsats are listening’. In
Jesus’ name, Amen.”

There are three things | want us to notice in plaissage. The first of them is
the failure of faith that takes place in verses 14-19. Would you ldokwith me,
please?

While Jesus is making His way down the mountamsvtth Peter, James, and
John after His transfiguration, a crowd has gathareund the remaining disciples.
When Jesus arrives, He is greeted with a rapidigderating argument that was
raging between the scribes—the official expert3awish religious law—and the
disciples themselves.

When Jesus asks about the dispute, it is neitBerlae nor a disciple that
answers Him but a member of the crowd who has th& personal stake in the
whole situation. His son’s condition is the reagmrthe whole confrontation
between the scribes and the disciples. In versds8l1ie poor man explains what
had happened,



“Teacher, | brought You my son, who has a mutetspAnd wherever it
seizes him, it throws him down; he foams at the tlnognashes his teeth, and
becomes rigid. So | spoke to Your disciples, thaytshould cast it out, but they
could not.™

Somehow this man’s son has been possessed byamidespirit, which
proceeds to do what Satan and his minions alwaiy® $or, and that is the total
debasing and defacing of the image of God in a Inupegng. The child can’t speak;
he is convulsed and taken through a severe epHégsirauma. In verse 22 we learn
that the demonic spirit often tries to drown orrbthve child. That is what Satan
always aims at in all his dealings with us. Wheihahe dramatic form of
possession, as here, or in the more subtle andanerfdrm of daily temptation and
spiritual attack, his agenda is to always ensnadecaitrap, to debase and distort, to
twist and warp and wound the human psyche so\ettever sense of inherent
dignity given to us by God as His image bearersmight have retained, it is almost
totally lost, and we are left ruined and brokenpeo

He brought his son, in the grip of this awful citimth to Jesus, but Jesus was
on the mountain and unavailable to help, and st aquaturally he turned to His
disciples instead. But try as they might, they daubt exorcise the demon.

It has been suggested that the reason the sevdrespresent was as an official
delegation sent from the Sanhedrin, the rulingyi@lis council, in Jerusalem to
assess and pass judgment on the orthodoxy of Jeaums and ministry. It was an
axiom that “the messenger of the man is as thehmaself,” (William Lane,The
Gospel of Mark331) and so when they saw the failure of theipliss, they pounced.
Here is proof positive of the fraudulent claims m&y the now obvious charlatan
Jesus of Nazareth; after all, if He were who Henwdal to be, and could do what he
claimed he could do, then His disciples would be &bshare in His power. The
principle, remember, of discipleship was “the megge of the man is as the man
himself.” The strength of the one is the strendtthe other, the failure of the one is
the failure of the other. The disciples had failed.

It is not hard to hear the accusations and thateo@wrguments, the smug
denunciations and the prideful self -defense graseof scribes and disciples
bouncing back and forth. In deepest distress, Jasisss out with the sharp rebuke of
verse 19, “O faithless generation, how long ambeavith you? How long am | to
bear with you? Bring him to me."



Jesus’ rebuke exposes the real problem behinthilnee of the disciples to
help this man and his son. They were faithlessirTagure to believe in Him and
look to Him for power to fulfill their ministries as a source of deepest grief to Jesus.
How long must | put up with this? When will you dilty get it?

The failure of the disciples is a failure of faith

Back in chapter 6:7ff, Jesus had previously sesmtout and given them
power to heal and cast out demons in His namettaydhad gone and met with
great success in their ministries. But now it seamthough the disciples had come
to believe that the power to accomplish the healengd the exorcisms resided in
them, as though Jesus’ gift to them in chapter § iwaheir power to use as they saw
fit. What has happened to them is sadly all tooroom for Christians. A slow
transfer of trust has taken place in their he&tdirst, they went out in fear and
trembling knowing the bankruptcy and need of th@mn hearts and trusted Christ
alone for power to do all He had called them tolud,slowly, slowly the more they
went on in Christ’s service, the more they wereraved their gifts. | can do this.

This lies within the realm of my competence. Thad lbbegun to talk about their gift-
mix and their areas of expertise perhaps. Theyblegdn to use proprietarily

language to describe their own ministries pern@fisat has happened? They are now
the objects of their own faith, not Jesus Chrisieylook to themselves, their
experience and past successes and personal cosgéiesuccess in all they do, not
to Christ alone.

They have broken the second commandment. Theyrhade an idol of their
own gifts. They have come to put their faith inrtfselves to meet the challenges of
serving Jesus. They had ceased to despair ofrgklfleng to Him.

The first thing this passage highlights for uthes failure of faith. How easily
we shift our confidence away from Jesus and onteaives.

And before we leave this point, notice that théhfassness of the disciples,
notice that it resulted not only in a failure tdider the child from bondage but also
in the undermining of faith of the boy’s father.

Notice when he explained to Jesus what all the Wes about in verse 17, he
said, “Teacher, | brought you my son” It was toudethat this man had turned. There
was faith there. He was looking to Christ. But nafter all that has taken place that
faith is seriously shaken. Look at verse 22, “liy@an do anything, have
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compassion.” If you can...Before, Jesus was His only hope. Now after ggthia
spectacular failure of the disciples, He is nosse Jesus can do anything.

One of the terrible consequences of Christiargitrg themselves more than
Christ is that when they fail, as they inevitablyiwto serve others in the power of
Christ, the impact on those others can be profountielief is infectious. It spreads.
| believe it was Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, Anglicaamssionary and theologian of
missions, who famously said that the church isis apologetic for the gospel.
That is true. But the corollary is also true. Umdieih the church is one of the most
devastating barriers to faith in the gospel. You much more than yourself when
you are the object of your own faith, Christian.uMmurt those among whom you live
by showing them that you yourself cannot trusiMhy in the world should they?

The failure of faith. Then secondly, therghs power of faith. Look at verses
20-24 again.

In verses 25-29 Jesus will deal with His discigged their failure of faith. But
first, He responds to this man and his crisis @hfand desperate need. To his
guestioning of Jesus’ power in verse 22 “if you daranything...” Jesus responds by
turning the tables, “If you can believe, all thireye possible to him who believes.”

Whether | can do anything for you and your sorealy not in question, far
more to the point is whether you are prepared lievethat | can do it. This man
worries that Jesus is deficient for the job. Jestiges the idea of any deficiency in
him and points instead to deficiencies in his faWthll you trust me? The rest of the
soul on the competence of Christ is the kind dhfthat obtains mercy. Will you
trust me to be enough for your son, or will youtomre to doubt my sufficiency and
trust yourself? Maybe that is a question that Jesspeaking by His word to some of
you here this evening. Will you trust me? The deficy is not with Jesus. It may
well be with your faith in Jesus.

To this, the poor man wept and cried out “Lortelieve. Help my unbelief!”
What an outstanding confession of faith that is$ leeply honest and genuinely
humble. It confesses the sin of unbelief and pléadmercy and grace to overcome
it. And it confesses that, however deeply rooteduhbelief may be, the germ of real
faith in Christ has taken root in his heart nonkts®

And here we need to pause to remember that fadhuabelief are not
mutually exclusive categories. A true believer mmtayggle long and deeply with
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doubt and unbelief and misplaced faith and sefimeke and idolatrous trust in other
things than Jesus Christ. Those things are sibhe twnfessed as this man does with
tears. But they do not render null and void théhfaa Christ that may yet survive in
our hearts alongside them.

Believer, when was the last time you repentedoof yinbelief? That is part of
the call of this text. While you believe, cry otitprd, help my unbelieving!”

And notice that Jesus does not despise such &uém though it is mixed and
tempered by unbelief. He does not praise it; ratlteeresponds to it. Saving faith,
faith that gets hold of the power and mercy of d&Shrist needs only to be real, not
great. It doesn’t need to dominate: it simply neteds/e in your heart. It need not
chase out all doubts and silence every fear. Yoystraggle long with nagging
uncertainties and yet really receive and rest aoms€Calone as He is offered in the
gospel. Jesus’ mercy is greater by far than otin taan ever merit. He is gracious—
not to great faith but to real faith.

To such faith, Jesus says all things are possibti-because the faith has
power on its own, but because, by definition, ésand feels our own emptiness and
rests on Christ’s fullness. It sees and feels mcompetence and rests on Christ’s
omni-competence. That's why it is Jesus who héa by, not the believing man.
Jesus doesn’t say to him, “to him who believeshatigs are possible, so you heal
him.” He says to him who believes, “All things gressible because | can do all
things, and he trusts Me.”

Actually, the language Mark uses to describe vagpens to the boy in verses
26 and 27 points to the identity and power of J&dusst. Mark uses language
associated with resurrection. The boy goes integetative state in verse 26. He
appears to have died, and that is what the crosdsliede. But verse 27 literally
reads, “But Jesus took him by the hand and raisadchhd he arose.” The hint at
resurrection from the dead through Jesus Chrisdtidard to see. For Mark, as
central to this story as faith is, the object dffifas still more central. He wants us not
just to learn lessons about ourselves and theaafwsaving faith. He wants us to
learn lessons about Jesus and His greatness. Masknbt simply want to tell us to
trust Christ, He wants to supply reasons why weatahshould trust Christ.

The point here is simply this: you can trust irri€hbecause in Him death will
be defeated and life and immortality brought tdiiglesus raises the dead. Jesus
undoes the curse. Jesus removes the effects of'Adiash sin. The wages of sin is
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death but the gift of God is eternal life in Chdstsus our Lord. And He will do all
this, of course, by Himself dying and rising ag&ecause of the cross and the empty
tomb, death will die for all who trust in Jesus.

Here’s the great motive for faith. Jesus diedsfaners so that we might have
eternal life. You get it by faith alone in Chrisbae. So cling to Him. Labor to turn
your trust from self to the Savior. Confess youbpeliref and confess your true faith.
Cling to Him.

Then finally, this passage teaches us about esipgefaith.

In verses 18-29, Jesus fields the inevitable quesfrom the disciples about
why they failed to heal the boy. His answer inddsathe secret of Christian service,
“This kind can come out by nothing but prayer aastihg.” Many manuscripts do
not contain the phrase about fasting, but whetteemaiude it or not, the point being
made is the same. If faith takes a hold of the pa@me grace of God in Jesus Christ,
how ought we to approach ministry and service?

Certainly not as the disciples seemed to have,dorm®nfident self-assurance,
but deeply aware that apart from Jesus we can thingp deeply aware that we are
way out of our league, far outside our area of ceteipce and only Jesus can make
an ultimate and lasting impact on any life. So v et rush into ministry. We will
wait on the Lord and pray.

Prayer is faith-given words. Prayer is what faiies when it learns to speak.
Even before it learns to speak, like a brand newy parayer is a child’s dependant
cry. Prayer says | haven't got it, | don’t undenstat, | can’t do it. But you can, Lord
Jesus. Unless you build this house we who labddafor in vain.

So let me ask you now as we conclude, as | asklinygh a convicted heatrt,
what place does prayer have in your Christian Mefr life of prayer is an accurate
and revealing index of your life of faith. | donftink it an exaggeration to say that
we pray to the degree that we trust Christ.

Some of us may well need to begin again, probaiily the prayer of verse 22,
“Lord, | believe. Help my unbelief!?

May the Lord give us all the grace to do it.

Amen.



