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Sermon – 25 November, 2007 – Petersham Baptist Church
Good morning.

Let me start by praying.

Father God,


Thank you for today.

Thank you for this opportunity to speak from your word.


Please help me to speak clearly,

And please help us all to apply to our lives what we learn.


In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Late in October,


we had a problem.

My wife Katherine and I have a puppy dog called Lola.


Now Lola had something stuck up her nose.
At first I thought it was a marble, 


because it was black with some yellow stripes.
But then it started to move,


and I realized it was alive.

This made us worry somewhat, 


as we weren’t sure what it was.

I thought that this little bug in Lola’s nose, 


was maybe biting her, and we had to get it out.

I tried to get it out at first with tweezers,


but to no avail.

Even though Lola was very brave,


when the end of the tweezers touched her nose and not the bug,

she started squirming and wriggling and trying to get away!

I really should have phoned a vet at this stage,
but I kept on trying.


I just had to get the bug out of Lola’s nose.

My next thought was to get some cotton buds,

but with these I accidentally pushed the bug or whatever it was up Lola’s nose 


and out of sight!

I had this horrible picture of the bug biting its way through the back of Lola’s throat…

What was I going to do?

Well, we decided to leave it,

and it eventually came out by itself a few hours later when Lola was sleeping.

It turned out that this bug was actually a slug – and when my Dad saw it,

he said that it was really a leech!

It was no wonder that we couldn’t get it out of Lola’s nose!
The leech in Lola’s nose is somewhat like the evil spirit in the account 


we just had read to us from the Bible.

Of course this was a much more serious problem than a leech up Lola’s nose;


And Jesus’ disciples were not able to do anything about the evil spirit.



They showed their lack of trust in him.


This leads us to ask the following two questions:



Do we trust Jesus with our lives? 
And if we do, what does this trust look like?

Hopefully the answers to these questions will come through clearly 


in the next few minutes.

In the passage from the middle of Mark chapter 9, there is a lot of unbelief.


A lack of trust .

People are not putting their faith in Jesus; they are not relying on God.


As we look back briefly at the first part of Mark chapter 9 


to set the scene for today’s passage,

have a listen for when that lack of trust in Jesus is expressed.


Jesus and three of his disciples have just come down a mountain 

from Jesus’ transfiguration.

Here his face and his clothes had become dazzling white, 

and God had said out loud about Jesus:

‘This is my Son, whom I love. Listen to him!’


Jesus had told his disciples not to tell anyone what they had seen until he

‘had risen from the dead’. 


The disciples did not know what Jesus meant.

They were still hard of heart, and slow to understand.

An incredible event – and yet his disciples are still showing a lack of understanding

-a lack of faith – a lack of belief in Jesus.


Now add to this the start of today’s passage – Mark chapter 9 verse 14.
The other disciples were arguing with the teachers of the law!


In the words of the man in verses 17-18,

these disciples had tried to drive out the evil spirit in the man’s son,


but they could not.

Their lack of trust, or lack of belief in Jesus is clear.

They had not fully relied on Jesus, and so had been unsuccessful.

Back in Mark chapter 6, Jesus had given his disciples authority over evil spirits

-and now in chapter 9, they are presuming upon that authority.
In doing so they are not relying upon the one who gave it to them.


They are thinking that they can just go and cast out evil spirits from people 

relying on their own strength or experience, but that is not how Jesus wants them to act.

When we rely on our own strength and skills - this is a subtle form of unbelief.
We all must be very careful to do our daily tasks acknowledging the One who made us,


who gave us the skills we have,

and who is able to strengthen us in all that we do, as we do it all for him – for God.


If we don’t acknowledge him, then we may fall into the trap of 

just ploughing through life in our own strength, 


bit by bit ignoring God, 

until we think that we just don’t need him and no longer trust in him.



We need to be very careful.
In Mark 9 verse 29, Jesus answers his disciples’ question 

about why they could not drive the evil spirit out.
He says to them: ‘This kind can come out only by prayer’.


As we will hear more about soon,

prayer is not made up of some magic words which make God do things for people:


it is an expression of deep relationship and trust in God.

The disciples could not drive out the evil spirit 
because they were not trusting in the one 

who has ultimate authority over evil spirits: 
God, the creator of everything, and his Son, Jesus.

I’m not pointing here to how we might be able to drive out evil spirits

-what I am talking about is something much greater and much more important: 

the faith or reliance that we have in Jesus, and in his Father, God.   
Like I said earlier,


we must be very careful to keep God in the picture

-in the very centre of our lives – always.


When the going gets tough, 

when there are problems with how much money is coming in to support our family,

or when someone close to us is quite unwell,

being able to trust God in these situations is really hard.


But if we’re in the habit of trusting him – and in his Son Jesus

Because they’re trustworthy! – then when we face those difficult times,


we will know that relying on our Creator is the best thing to do.
There is still more unbelief to come in this passage.


Jesus lumps his disciples in with the crowd when he says in verse 19:



‘O unbelieving generation. How long shall I stay with you?



How long shall I put up with you?’

It seems harsh to put even his disciples into this ‘unbelieving generation’ category,


but as I just said, they did not show trust in Jesus, 
like the rest of the people there.
The disciples’ unbelief also continues in verses 31-32 of Mark chapter 9.

Here Jesus tells his disciples what will shortly happen to him,

but they do not understand.


He tells them that he will soon be betrayed into the hands of men, 

that they will kill him,


and that he will rise after three days.

They continue in their unbelief in Jesus,


as shown by them not understanding what will shortly happen to him.

And it is unbelief in God, in who he is and what he has done through Jesus, 

that led to the events of the cross. 
Sin – that is people ignoring God and trusting in themselves,
   sin had to be dealt with, and God did so by having Jesus die on the cross.
In the midst of all this unbelief,


there are two glimmers of hope, one much brighter than the other.
There is the father of the boy with the evil spirit, and there is Jesus himself.


Both these people, to different extents, show that they have faith.

They show that they trust in God – who is the only one able to heal the man’s son.


The man is still struggling to know whether Jesus is able to heal his son –
and he asks Jesus in verse 22: 


‘if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us’

Jesus’ reply is not only encouraging, but it points the man in the right direction:


Jesus says: ‘“If you can”? Everything is possible for him who believes.’
Jesus is telling the man that belief in him is critical.


The man replies in verse 24: 



‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!’

This might seem to be a paradox, but he is just openly saying that his faith is not

full-grown. There is still a long way to go.

In God’s mercy and generosity, 

the man has been given a small amount of faith – he does ‘believe’.


Yet the man also recognizes his lack of faith;
one way he actually shows his faith is 



in asking Jesus to help him overcome what is lacking.
The man shows trust in Jesus, and in his ability to heal.


This faith, or belief in Jesus and in the one who sent him (that is, God) – 

is really a gift from God.


And in God’s mercy, he heals the man’s son through Jesus.

It is this Jesus who shows the best example of faith – and the only perfect one.

Jesus’ relationship with his Father, God,

is one of depth, closeness, and complete trust and reliance.


Jesus often goes and spends time on his own praying to his Father in heaven,

and this depth of relationship is shown in his power to heal the boy with the evil spirit.
         Jesus’ trust in his Father means that he able to say to the evil spirit in verse 25:

‘You deaf and mute spirit, I command you, come out of him and never enter him again’.

 

And the spirit comes out.
Jesus has complete reliance upon the One who has authority over everything,



including evil spirits – that is, God.


And so when Jesus commands the evil spirit to come out of the boy, 

it does just that.

Jesus was the only one able to heal the boy in this situation:


He was the one needed, and as he trusted in his Father, he acted.
We’ve heard about unbelief, and we’ve heard about belief.


Now let’s look at how prayer is related to belief.

What role does prayer play in belief?


Prayer is a very tangible expression of faith, or belief in Jesus 

and in his Father, God.
And the way that someone prays is important to consider as well.


Like I mentioned earlier,

Jesus was often to be found alone, praying to his Father in heaven.
His prayer showed an incredible depth of relationship between him and God,
and how WE pray shows a great deal about our relationship with our Father in heaven.


It shows how much we trust in him. 
Often we just do do do – and we neglect to pray,

like Jesus’ disciples in the passage from Mark 9.

Sometimes I have so much on – even doing things for God – 

and yet I don’t stop and pray.

I must not neglect to stop and talk to God about what I’m doing, 


how I need his help in everything I do – 


and how it is only in his strength that I can do anything.

Any relationship with someone requires quality time, 


and our relationship with God is no different.

The relationship that we have with God is through Jesus Christ his Son – 

and only through Jesus. 

Jesus’ trust in his Father was complete – and he even went to the cross to die, 


that we might be forgiven for all our sin.

When we pray, we show our dependence on God.

We recognize that he has restored the broken relationship between us and him.

and that talking with him is an incredible privilege made possible at great cost.


We can always thank God for this when we pray to him.

If the only time we talk to God is when we want a park close to the entrance to the shops


-then we are kidding ourselves that we spend quality time talking with God. 



It shows a shallowness of relationship with God,

treating prayer like a charm.


And I urge all of us who are at that point to repent.



Let us turn back to relying on God fully,

and let us express this in how we pray.

I want to encourage us all here today – if we are not doing so already – 


to set aside a period of time each day to spend praying.

Talking to God about all that is going on in life is – I find – a big relief.

As we pray and read God’s word, and as God’s Holy Spirit helps us,



God grows the relationship we have with him.

As this happens, we will become more and more aware



of how he is working out his purposes in our lives

and of what we can be talking to God about.

We will also become more aware of just how trustworthy God is

in the big and little things that go on, and in the seemingly impossible situations.

Who should we be praying for?


Just for example, we can be praying for people around us, 


leaders at church, national leaders, 

and people serving God wherever they are and whatever they are doing.

      Have a look at the page of prayer points in the weekly church email for more ideas.

You might also like to keep a notebook of what or who you pray for, 


and to look back on it and see how God has been working.

Prayer is a wonderful gift from God,

and like the most amazing gift of eternal life though Jesus, 

we cannot take it for granted or ignore it.


We have heard this morning about unbelief, which was everywhere Jesus went,

even in his own disciples.


We have heard about two examples of people who showed belief



-people who did trust in God: the father of the boy with the evil spirit


and the greatest example: Jesus himself.

We also heard about how one way we can express our trust in God, and in his Son Jesus, 


is by prayer.
Prayer is an incredible expression of relationship between us and God 


-of our faith in God and in what he has done for us in Jesus;


In light of this, I encourage us all here today to set aside a time each day to pray,

in full dependence on God.


Let me pray to finish.

Our Father God,


We thank you for who you are.

We thank you that you care for us deeply,


So much that you sent Jesus to die that we might be forgiven.

Thank you for the relationship we have with you,


and thank you for the wonderful privilege it is to be able to pray to you.

Help us, strengthen us by your Holy Spirit who is in us,

to pray to you every day.


Please grow our relationship with you as we do this.

In Jesus’ name we pray,    Amen.
