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In today’s Epistle lesson James, who is believed to be the younger brother of our Lord, writes, “What causes 
fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something, but don't get it. You kill 
and covet, but you cannot have what you want.  You quarrel and fight.  You do not have, because you do not ask God.  Submit 
yourselves, then, to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Come near to God and He will come near to you. Humble 
yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you up.”  

In short, according to James, it’s all about recognizing: “How Great WHO Art?”  (The hymn sung just prior to the 
sermon was, “How Great Thou Art.”)  The short answer: It’s not us.  When we humble ourselves before God, when we 
acknowledge His greatness, His authority, His wisdom, it’s not too long before we start seeing things as He sees 
them, and we are all given a better perspective about which things are really worth arguing about and which are 
not.  And one thing certainly worth arguing about is how to deal with the presence of evil in the world about us. 

Some background for our Gospel reading this morning: In the beginning of chapter 9, Jesus had gone up to 
the Mount of Transfiguration with Peter, James and John, the “first string” of the disciples.  This was sort of the 
inner circle, the "A Team" of the disciples, the varsity, and there on that mountain they had that glorious 
experience of seeing Elijah and Moses conversing with Jesus and hearing the audible voice of God affirming, 
“This is my Son.”  While they were up there having this mountaintop experience, we’re told the other disciples, 
the ones who had been left behind down in the valley, had been asked to cast a demon out of a boy.  Although 
they are apparently knocking themselves out trying, they cannot exorcise this evil presence.  When Jesus, 
Peter, James and John come on the scene, they find the other disciples … arguing (v. 14).  They are arguing 
with the teachers of the law.  And of course, this makes sense.  Maybe these disciples aren't feeling real good 
about themselves to begin with … after all, they're the B Team, they’re the second string, and Jesus had gone 
on a retreat with the varsity.  This is the one moment for the J.V. team to shine, and they're flunking it.  They feel 
powerless to do what they've been asked to do.  Powerless to change what they want to change.  So … they 
argue.  We disciples of Jesus often argue when we feel powerless, ineffectual, when we think we aren’t really 
making a difference.  We argue with those in authority, we argue with each other, we argue with anybody who 
will listen to us … and the reality is that much of our argument is really rooted in our frustration with ourselves, in 
our powerlessness to fix what’s wrong in our world about us, in our inadequacy to do what we think Jesus has 
called us to do.  But please note: this is not necessarily a bad thing.  After all, how to cast out evil is a good thing 
to be arguing about and being frustrated with your inability to effectively deal with evil is a mark of your integrity 
and innate goodness which instinctively knows evil must be dealt with, it must be resisted!  Again, one thing 
certainly worth arguing about is how to deal with the presence of evil ... after all, if the followers of Jesus Christ 
don't resist the evil in this changing world, who will?  

Verse 17, when the father of the boy who had the demon saw Jesus, he rushed up to Him and in front of all 
the disciples said, "Teacher, I brought you my son, who is possessed by a spirit who robs him of speech.  Whenever it seizes him, it 
throws him to the ground.  He foams at the mouth, and gnashes his teeth and becomes rigid.  I asked your disciples to drive out the 
spirit, but they could not."  We know something of what those disciples must have felt.  I know I do.  As a pastor, as 
a father, as a Christian I know what it feels like to be asked to do something I think I should be able to do, and 
not be able to pull it off.  I, too, often fail at the job of casting out evil on behalf of my children, at protecting my 
children from evil.  I, too, often fail at the job of casting out evil on behalf of church members whose lives and 
marriages and loved ones are being ripped apart and they’ve come to me for help.  I've replayed this little scene 
in Mark more often than I'd care to admit.  A couple I spend hours with still end up getting a bitter divorce, a 
father is forced out of his home so his wife can live with her “partner,” and I can't help but feel that this man 
whose life has been left in loneliness and turmoil and whose four children’s lives have been thrown into utter 
chaos is praying, "Lord, I asked your disciple to cast the demon out, but he could not.  You sent me a second stringer."    

There are parents here who know how hard the world can be on their children, you are even at times 
terrified for them, and you bring them to church and plead with the disciples here, "Can't you do something?"  
There are people here who have loved ones with tormented souls, loved ones or acquaintances or coworkers 
whose lives are just coming apart due to influences that can only be called evil, and you ask any of the disciples 
of Jesus here, "Can't you do something?"  And we're trying!  We are knocking ourselves out.  We got an active 
women's ministry, a great music program, excellent Christian education and fellowship opportunities for all ages, 
we have mission trips, retreats, bible studies … but no matter how hard we try or what we do, we cannot 
exorcise all the reasons for fear out there.  Oh, we may call the demonic by more sophisticated names today, 
but can any of us deny there is a malevolence at work in our world that can only be attributed to the demonic?  I 
think all of us know that feeling of being overwhelmed by the evil and the need in the world about us (frankly, if you 



haven’t known that feeling, then I’m worried about you!).  And at times it doesn't matter how hard we try or what we do, we 
just don’t have it in us to cast out the evil all by ourselves.   

And, in a way, that's good news.  When we come to the realization we are not good enough to cast out evil 
by ourselves, that is when we are really ready for a Savior.  For salvation comes not through our power, not 
through our ability and talent; salvation comes only through the power and ability of Jesus Christ.  Verse 19, 
Jesus basically says, "Stop arguing!  And bring the boy to me."  Bring the boy to me.  That verse ought to be underlined 
at least two times in our Bibles.  "Bring the boy to me."  Bring your burdens to Me, bring your frustrations to Me, 
bring the people you love to Me.   

And they did ... the boy was brought to Jesus, and we read that when the spirit in the boy sees Jesus, it 
throws the boy into a convulsion; the boy is down on the ground, foaming at the mouth, rolling back and forth, 
grinding his teeth … this is quite a scene!  And notice:  Jesus doesn't jump in right away to help this kid.  This 
boy is flopping around and Jesus seems to take something of a triage … He says to the boy's father, "So ... How 
long has this been going on?  And - oh - does he throw himself into the fire? Water too!  Is that right?"  The reader almost wants to 
break into the text at this point and say, "Jesus, what difference does that make?!  Will you hurry up and fix this kid?"  We 
want immediate action, immediate change, but we have to learn that more often than not getting rid of evil takes 
time.  Sometimes a lot of time.  It is never about quick fixes.  And ultimately, it is never about what you and I 
make happen.  It is always and only about what Jesus makes happen.   

Jesus says to the boy’s father, "Everything is possible for him who believes." And the father replied, "I believe, but help 
my unbelief."  Who of us doesn't know that prayer?  We do have belief, but we cannot deny that we have a whole 
lot of un-belief in us.  We doubt our efforts will make much of a difference, we lack confidence that we can do 
much of anything to cast out evil.  "Yes.  I believe … but I need help with my unbelief."  You know, that is an effective and 
powerful prayer, if prayed sincerely.  For as soon as Jesus hears this, He looks at the convulsing boy and says, 
"I command you to get out and to never enter this boy again."  Now right after Jesus says that, notice in the text how the 
boy's convulsion now turned into a violent convulsion!  It gets a lot worse before it gets better.  The shrieking 
demon tries to do a whole lot of damage on his way out.    

You start bringing people to Jesus Christ, you start talking of the truth of Jesus Christ, don't be surprised if 
a little shrieking and convulsing takes place!  It may even turn into violent convulsing if you're really faithful!  
Why?  Because it hurts when evil leaves somebody.  The reason it hurts is that some people really don't want 
their demon to be gone.  Anyone who has dealt with those who suffer addictions has first hand experience with 
this.  Many people just want advice on how to manage their demon.  Some even want the church to bless their 
demon.  It may be a tormenter, it may be ripping them apart, but at least it has always been there for them, 
helping them to cope, and they wouldn't know how to live without it.  You bring them to Jesus Christ, and they're 
terrified that they might have to give up their best friend, the demon.  That's when the convulsing starts.  Well, let 
the convulsing go on!  It doesn’t matter.  YOU just bring the boy to Jesus ...  and He'll do the healing.  In Jesus 
hands, that's where the healing starts. 

Also notice, after the demon is finally gone, the boy is lying there rigid and stiff, like a corpse.  Everybody 
looks at this kid and says, "That boy's dead!"  I'm sure some are muttering, "Fat lot of good that did.  Maybe he was 
better off with his demon. At least he was alive."  That isn't what Jesus is thinking.  Jesus bends down, and takes this boy 
by the hand, lifts him up and tells him to stand tall.  Who is it that brings the dead back to life?  Who is it that lifts 
up tormented souls so they can stand straight and tall and finally have the strength and the will to resist evil?  
Only Jesus Christ.  Ministry is always first and foremost, about helping our children, helping our spouses, 
helping our friends, helping our co-workers, helping ourselves … find the hand of Jesus that will lift them up and 
help them to stand.  No other hand will do.  Only the hand of Jesus.    

The epilogue to this dramatic story is that the disciples are alone with Jesus, away from the crowd, still 
bothered by their performance (or lack of it).  And so they said, "Jesus, what did we do wrong here?  Why couldn't we get 
this demon out?"  The Lord responds, "This kind comes out only through much prayer."  Only through prayer.  Not through 
trying harder.  Not through better arguments.  And definitely not through demon management consulting.  Only 
through prayer.  Which means if we are planning to go confront evil in our world, we better learn to pray … 
because neither you nor I have it in us to take on the demonic alone.  We're just not that good.  But prayer 
engages us with all the power of heaven.  Even if the prayer is as meager as "I believe, help my unbelief."  We 
start praying like that, and we are going to see some miraculous things happen.  For in prayer, we take your 
children, our friends, we take the world itself and we put it into the hands of Jesus.  Now ...  what were we 
planning on doing that is going to be more effective than that? 1  

Not long after this event, though, we find the disciples arguing again.  We’ll look at that next week.   

                                                 
1 Much of the above is gleaned from a plenary address delivered by host pastor, Dr. M. Craig Barnes, at a 2001 conference I attended at National 
Presbyterian Church in Washington, DC.  Dr. Barnes is now the president of Princeton Theological Seminary. 


