
“Believing Prayer in the All-Possible God” 

Mark 9:14-29 

September 21, 2014 

 

Let’s just be honest. None of us have a perfect life of faith. We all struggle at 

some point with trusting God. We have a lot to learn along with the 

disciples in Mark 9.  

“This vivid account shows that the disciples are just like the rest of us: beset 

by failure, too ready to engage in arguments, undisciplined in prayer, and 

more eager to learn techniques than to take time to walk closely with 

God.”
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But most importantly we learn from this passage that we must abandon 

self-reliance for believing prayer if we will avail ourselves of God’s power.  

The underlying truth of Mark 9:14-29 is that we avail ourselves of God’s 

power through believing prayer.  

In Mark 9 the disciples must learn a hard, embarrassing lesson that they 

cannot presume upon effective or fruitful results without a direct reliance 

upon God. The lesson for those of us who are engaged in the ministry of the 

church is that we must never assume that ministry will be fruitful apart from 

believing prayer, without conscious dependence on God.  

What we see here in Mark 9 are two twin truths that we must never 

separate: 

� “Apart from Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). 

� “With God all things are possible” (Matt 19:26; Mark 10:27; 9:23). 

One the one hand we recognize our personal inadequacy and on the other 

we recognize God’s unlimited ability and we then we merge the two 

through believing prayer. Recognizing our inadequacy keeps us from 

trusting in ourselves or presuming that we can be successful without God’s 

intervention so that we actively trust in God to do what we cannot do.  
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Many popular television preachers and authors today want to help you 

develop more self-confidence. Jesus wants you to have less self-confidence 

and more confidence in God.  

None of us like the idea of highlighting our inadequacy. We despise the 

sense of inadequacy we feel in life. And yet our awareness of our limitations 

can be our best friend if it drives us to rely on the all –sufficient power and 

wisdom of Christ through believing prayer.  

2 Cor 3:4-5—“Such confidence we have through Christ toward God. Not that 

we are adequate in ourselves to consider anything as coming from ourselves, 

but our adequacy is from God.” 

Paul’s confidence was not in what he could do; His confidence was in what 

God could do. The same must be true for us. Don’t just assume that because 

you have a spiritual conversation with your neighbor or teach a Sunday 

School class or lead a Life Group that spiritual fruit will automatically 

emerge. God does intend to use you. The Spirit intents to work through the 

gifts He gave you, but you cannot effect spiritual change in another person 

without the intervening power of God. I Corinthians 3:7 says, “So then 

neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but 
God who causes the growth.”  
 
Here’s the way I often pray that brings the twin truths together that apart 

from Christ we can do nothing that with Him all things are possible. “God I 

can’t preach effectively without you, but I believe you can work powerfully 

through your word. God I can’t pastor or lead without You; I can’t counsel 

without you; but I believe that you can work not only through me but in 

spite of me. God I can’t parent wisely without You but I trust you to work in 

the lives of my kids.” 

 

So as we go to lead a life group or teach a Sunday School class or teach 

Awana kids, don’t just trust in your preparation. You go praying, God I trust 

You to work through your word tonight but If You don’t show up tonight, 

nothing is going to happen. God only you can open the hearts of these 

students to the power of Your Word! The ache of my soul is that the church 

would discover her powerlessness apart from dependent, believing prayer. 

 



This is the attitude that the disciples were missing in Mark 9. Back in Mark 

2:15 Jesus had given his disciples the authority to cast out demons but now 

while Jesus is up on the Mt of transfiguration and they encounter a young 

boy who is demon possessed, they are powerless to cast out the demon. 

Apparently they were presuming that they could simply do what they had 

done before without even praying for God’s intervening power.  

When Jesus returns from the Mt. top, He finds the disciples in the middle of 

an argument with the scribes who are hissing and heckling them because of 

their failed attempt to deliver this poor boy from a ravaging demon. They 

have been attempting to do what only God can do.  

 

Let me draw out several important truths from this episode: 

 

1. Jesus is exasperated by persistent unbelief (vs. 19). 

 

In vs. 19 Jesus says to the scribes (and probably the disciples), “O 

unbelieving generation, how long shall I be with you? How long shall 

I put up with you?”  

 

Do you realize that you exasperate the Lord when you persist in 

unbelief. It may not be as direct as the Scribe’s unbelief, it may be 

the subtle unbelief of the disciples who simply tried to work in their 

own strength. Why don’t we see our lack of trust in God is a big 

deal? If your husband or wife didn’t trust you; if your parent or your 

child didn’t trust you; that would be a big deal and you might even 

see out counseling. But you don’t see your lack of trust in God with 

the same weight.  

 

Don’t pass off what I am saying by thinking, boy this is a good 

message for so and so because they struggle with trusting God. All 

of us have some measure of persistent unbelief that we need to 

face in our life. 

 

I had to ask myself this week: what does persistent unbelief look 

like in my life? Well, I might identify insufficient faith: 

� When persistent trusting prayer is not my normal response 

to life’s circumstances. 

� When anxiety and worry begin to rule my heart 

� When discouragement is allowed to live unchallenged by 

truth, prayer, faith, and rejoicing in God’s goodness.  

 

None of us have perfect faith. So what do we do with our ongoing 

struggle to trust God?  

 

2. Jesus honors repentant unbelief (vs. 24).  

 

What I’m getting at here with the strange term “repentant unbelief” 

is that we must be dependent upon God even for sufficient faith. 

The boy’s father gives us the right example of how to handle our 

ongoing struggle to trust God. After being rebuked by Jesus for 

asking Him to help if he could, the man cried out to Jesus, “I do 

believe; help my unbelief!” 

 

Take note that Jesus did not chide this man for not having enough 

faith. He didn’t say, “well if you only had enough faith your son 

wouldn’t still be suffering like this. No, He honored the man’s 

honest dependence: “I do believe; help my unbelief!”  I appreciate 

the freedom to pray like this desperate man. There are many times 

when I am praying and I know that God is more than fully able to do 

what I am asking of Him and yet I don’t know if I am fully trusting 

Him in the matter. What a gift to be able to ask God to strengthen 

my faith.  

 

By the way, this doesn’t mean we don’t bear some responsibility for 

bolstering our faith. So what do we do when we are assaulted with 

doubts and our faith seems frail? We go to the Word of God. We 

rehearse the promises of God and we remind ourselves of the 

character of God. And we use these things as the very ammunition 

we need  for believing prayer. Prayer that is fueled by the character 

of God, supported by the promises of God, and that clings to 

dependence on God kills remaining unbelief.  

 

3. True faith is based not on our power to believe but on God’s 

power work (vs. 23).  

 

Let’s go back to vs. 23. The father of the demon-possessed boy has 

just begged of Jesus to have pity on his son saying, “If you can do 

anything…help us!” Jesus response in vs. 23 is, “if you can? All things 

are possible to him who believes.” When Jesus says, “If you can,” 

He’s not simply suggesting that the man needs more faith but that 



God is powerful enough for any measure of faith. In Matthew’s 

version of this story Jesus told the disciples that it was because of 

their lack of faith that they couldn’t cast out the demon but then He 

went on to describe that even faith the size of a mustard seed could 

move a mountain.
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 Why? Because our faith is not the source of 

power but rather the God in whom we trust.  

 

This verse has been greatly abused by people who boast that if you 

just have enough faith the miracle will happen; and if it doesn’t, 

well, then I guess you didn’t have enough faith.  Pauline and I 

recently had some hometown friends who were doctoring at Mayo 

and when we met them for dinner what they told us repeatedly is 

that they were “just holding on to faith; holding on to healing.” But 

in doing so they stopped short of trusting God Himself who not only 

has the power to heal but sometimes also has greater purposes to 

fulfill through affliction in our lives. This is actually a position of 

unbelief, because it is subtly replacing reliance on God’s sovereign 

power and purposes with trust in one’s own ability to believe.  

 
“Self-confident optimism may ‘feel’ like faith, but it is in fact unbelief, because it 

disregards the prerequisite of human powerlessness and prayerful dependence on 

God.”
3
 

 

When Jesus says, “All things are possible to him who believes,” He’s 

not putting us in charge as though we can believe what we want 

into existence. He’s not saying that faith can accomplish anything. 

He’s saying that those who trust/believe in the all-possible God will 

set no limits to the power of God.
4
 And they are poised to be 

recipients of His unlimited power and wisdom. “True faith takes no 

confidence in itself.”
5
 True faith puts all confidence in God.  

 

4. We avail ourselves of God’s unlimited power through believing 

prayer (vs. 29). 
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After Jesus delivers the boy from the tormenting demon, the 

disciples ask Jesus why they would not able to cast the demon out. 

Jesus answer in vs. 29 is that “this kind can only come out by 

prayer.” Clearly Jesus did not just have some specific prayer 

technique in mind because none of the accounts of this incident 

suggest that Jesus Himself prayed. What the disciples needed was 

the power of God embodied in Jesus Christ and mediated by 

believing prayer.  

This is really the culminating truth in our passage. When we put 

everything together: the disciples failure; Jesus’s words about faith, 

and then His summary admonition about prayer; what we discover 

is that we avail ourselves of God’s power through believing prayer. 

Or to say it another way, we cannot avail ourselves of God’s power 

apart from believing prayer.  You cannot avail yourself of God’s 

power in battling the forces of darkness, serving in ministry, or 

parenting your kids apart from believing prayer.  

Where are you looking for God to show up in your life right now? 

Where do you need God’s intervening power and grace? Are you 

praying as though He is the all-possible God? Are you confessing 

your remaining unbelief?  

There are things in your life right now that can only God can do. It 

may be a matter of finances, or health, or a relationship; maybe  a 

friend or family member who does not yet know Christ; what about 

our building expansion, much more importantly, the expansion of 

our ministry of the gospel . There are many things in our lives that 

only God can do—opportunities for us to pray, to trust Him, and see 

Him work in great glory. But let me remind you that God is not 

nearly as concerned about your circumstances as He is about the 

disposition of your heart. Will you trust Him? Do you believe? It will 

show in the way you pray. 

So how do we prepare our hearts for believing prayer?  



a. Focus on the attributes of God’s greatness. 

What aspects of God’s character correspond to this situation?  

b. Establish the foundation of truth. 

What light does the Bible shed on God’s will in this situation? 

c. Take hold of the promises of God. 

d. Renounce any remaining unbelief and reliance on self. 

e. Affirm that apart from Christ you can do nothing but that with Him 

all things are possible.  

Finally, don’t wait for the moment of crisis to get serious about your prayer 

life. “One cannot get ready for the moment by quickly uttering a special 

prayer; one has to be ready through a prayerful life [steeped in the Word] 

when the moment comes.”
6
  

 

Communion: Mark 10:25-27 
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