Mark 9:14-29
I want to begin with a picture, if we could have it up on the
slides please, that would be great.

You might have seen this before. You can do it if you B&Q it,
just don’t try to drive a high-sided lorry under a low bridge.
Know your limits!
We’ve all been there though haven’t we? Maybe not getting
stuck under a bridge, but we’ve all got ourselves in situations
where we confidently thought we could do something, only for
it to end up in humiliating defeat.
Which is where Jesus’ disciples find themselves in in the Bible
reading Neariah just read for us.
A man has brought his son to them. He’s desperate. His boy is
in a terrible state.
9:17b possessed by a spirit that has robbed him of
speech. Whenever it seizes him, it throws him to the
ground, He foams at the mouth, gnashes his teeth and
becomes rigid.
9:22 it has often thrown him into fire or water to kill him.

1

The disciples are faced with a problem much greater than a
low bridge, they are confronted with the problem of evil and
the terrible hold it has on this poor boy. And they think they
can handle it themselves.
9:18 I asked your disciples to drive out the spirit, but they
could not.
And so the boy continues to suffer, his father remains helpless,
the disciples are left humiliated, and an argument breaks out.
It’s a miserable scene that in many ways encapsulates our
messy broken world.
Demon possession may not be something we come across
very often in our western 21st century society but we do come
across the grip of evil do we not?
Consider abuse, racism, human trafficking and any other kind
of oppression and hatred. Consider the terrible atrocities that
took place in the wars that we will be remembering this week.
Consider how similar atrocities continue to take place across
the world.
However you want to describe or explain the problems in our
world, the fact is that there are problems, big ones. There is an
evil that we are confronted with on a global scale as well as in
our personal lives. The question is, how are we supposed to
respond?
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Well onto this messy, broken scene steps Jesus. And there are
two things we need to hear from him this morning. Things that
will both humble us and fill us with hope.
1. Know your limits
The first thing he says is, know your limits.
Jesus asks what the argument is about and the boy’s father
explains the plight of his boy and how the disciples proved
powerless to do anything about it.
9:19 ‘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.
Jesus is speaking primarily to his followers here. To those who
have been with him and who he has sent out to do the very
thing they fail at here.
Their problem is not their lack of training or knowledge or
practice. Their problem is their lack of faith.
Instead of trusting in Jesus and his divine power, they try to fix
things themselves. That’s what unbelief is here, it’s going it
alone, it’s the DIY, B&Q version of Christianity. It’s thinking
we’re power generators instead of remembering that we’re
just the plug. And it doesn’t work.
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If we want to make a difference in this world we need to start
by knowing our limits. Because the moment we start to think
we’ve got what it takes, it’s game over before we’ve even
started.
As Jesus says elsewhere “apart from me you can do nothing” do we really believe that?
What is the greatest barrier we face as a church trying to
make a difference in the world? As we try to share the good
news about Jesus in word and deed, as we try to help people
encounter Jesus and experience his forgiveness and love and
rescue from the dominion of darkness?
Is it persecution? Is it the power of the evil one? Is it
secularism? One writer on these verses suggests, and I think
he’s onto something, that the greatest barrier is self-assured
disciples. Disciples who don’t know their limits and so go it
alone.
The first thing Jesus is saying to us is, know your limits. And
the second thing he is saying is:
2. Know that I have no limits
The man brings his boy to Jesus and pleads with him.
9:22b if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us.
Here is a man who knows his limits.
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He loves his son and for years he’s been feeling utterly
helpless as he’s had to see the pain and anguish his boy is
going through.
Sarah and Mitchell will know by now that there’s nothing quite
like becoming a parent to help you see your limits. When your
child has been crying for hours and they can’t tell you what’s
wrong and all you want to do is fix it, but you can’t.
This father comes to Jesus. It sounds like the last throw of the
dice. He’s not sure at all whether even Jesus will be able to
help.
9:23 “if you can?” … “Everything is possible for the one
who believes”
Jesus gently fans the flickering flame of the father’s faith.
9:24 Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, “I do
believe, help me overcome my unbelief!”
9:25b-27 he rebuked the impure spirit … “I command you,
come out of him and never enter him again.” The spirit
shrieked, convulsed him violently and came out. The boy
looked so much like a corpse that many said, “He’s
dead.” But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him to
his feet, and he stood up.
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Jesus who revealed himself as the divine Son of God at the top
of a mountain to Peter, James and John just before this
incident, shows his unlimited power as he rescues this boy
from the dominion of evil and gives him a new life.
Everything is possible for the one who believes.
And notice, Jesus is not asking for perfect faith, he knows just
like everything else about us our faith is limited too.
J.C. Ryle “Few indeed are to be found among believers in
whom trust and doubt, hope and fear do not exist side by
side.”
That’s reassuring to hear isn’t it?
We need to be honest with ourselves and honest with Jesus
who knows no limits and pray “I do believe, help me overcome
my unbelief.”
9:28b-29 “Why couldn’t we drive it out?” He replied, “This
kind can come out only by prayer.”
If we want a gauge for how well we know our limits and how
well we know Jesus who has none, the first question to ask is,
how’s my prayer life?
Whatever it is you are facing, whatever change in the world
you want to see, let’s get on our knees and pray.
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Prayer is not something we do before the real action, prayer is
the real action.
Plug into the one with all the power. I can’t do it. He can.
If you are not a disciple of Jesus, may I invite you to consider
the world, consider your limits as you face the world, and
consider this Jesus who claims to know no limits. If you want
to know more about him, you are very welcome to talk to me
or anyone part of the church family here and we’ll be only too
happy to tell you about our experience of following him.
As I draw to a close, a final few words for Adina, though if you
are a follower of Jesus these words are for you too.
I have another picture. I came across this headline not so long
ago and thought I’m not sure why it took experts to figure
that out.

But for Adina, who has been baptised today, with her whole
life ahead of her, as part of God’s family, she has been called
out of darkness into his most marvellous light.
It is our prayer that she will grow up saying as soon as she is
able “I do believe, help my unbelief”. And so instead of an
uncertain future, she will be on a path to a world where there
will be no more darkness or suffering or crying or pain.
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As her path winds its way through the shadowy places of a
fallen world we pray that she will, as we encouraged her to do
earlier in the service, that by knowing her limits and believing
in the one who has none, with Jesus on her side she will fight
valiantly against sin, the world and the devil and remain
faithful to Christ to the end of her life.
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