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Today I’m going to make it easy and just tell you what this passage is about – are you ready? 
Seriously, are you ready for this whiz-bang revelation? 
I’m not kidding, I’m just going to tell you.  Okay? 
 
It’s about Jesus. 
 
Yup.  That’s what I thought.  Not much help to you is it? 
 
So, let me rephrase my answer…the primary purpose of this passage is to help us see a 
relationship between the power of Christ and the disciples’ ministry in the world “below” – 
here on earth. 
 
You see, this same story can be found in Mark’s gospel (Mark 9: 14-29) – however, in Mark’s 
gospel it functions as a miracle or exorcism story which tell us who Jesus is – yet in Matthew’s 
gospel it’s more of a pronouncement story that builds to Jesus’ final declaration about the 
power of faith (see vv. 19-20). 
 
Matthew whittles away at Mark’s vivid exorcism story until it’s reduced to the bare essentials – 
Matthew has no need of exorcism – rather the gospel writer wishes to convey a healing story as 
a means to understanding the power of faith. 
 
Matthew also leaves out Mark’s pivotal question by the boy’s father as to whether or not Jesus 
is able to heal the boy – for Matthew wholeheartedly presupposes Jesus is able to do it!   
Matthew’s focus falls to the disciples & their inability – despite Jesus’ previous conferral of 
power and authority in Matthew 10:1, 8 
~ “Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to 
cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness.”  
~ “Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.  You received without 
payment; give without payment.” 
 
In Matthew’s rendition of this story, the disciples become the ones who possess “little faith” 
whereas the boy’s father becomes a model of Christian faith. 
 
Jesus gets a bit bold here with his cadre of commissioners – the disciples – when he 
characterizes this generation with the word “perverse.”  In effect, Jesus distances himself with 
“this generation.”  Jesus’ end goal is to create a new community which will stand over and 
against the “perverse generation” – namely, those who reject him.  At this point in Jesus’ life 
story as Matthew tells it, the disciples have correctly identified who he is and made a concise 
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confession in chapter 16 when Peter declares of Jesus, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the 
living God.” (Matt. 16:16) 
 
However, the underlying question, the one which Jesus response highlights, is whether the 
disciples will become the authentic community Jesus seeks to build up or will they regress into 
“this generation”? 
 
One way to answer Jesus’ rhetorical question is to see if the disciples will favorably embrace the 
authority and power which Jesus has given them to continue his ministry.  For it is a ministry 
which cannot be sustained on their power alone.  Rather, it is accomplished because Jesus is 
“with them” – this is the key to understanding Matthew’s point – it is only because Jesus is with 
them that they can do anything – and it is summed up by Jesus’ sigh, “How much longer must I 
be with you?” (v. 17) 
 
The disciples should have been able to heal the boy…they should have been able to do this 
work in the power of Jesus, but they could not. 
 
And this is the point to which Matthew builds this entire story. 
The disciples’ failure is due to one thing, “little faith.” 
An interesting phrase, “little faith.” 
Earlier in Matthew’s gospel, the reader encounters this phrase “Little faith” in Matt. 6:30 where 
it equates to a kind faith in need of reassurance – Jesus is talking about God clothing the grass 
of the field and how much more the disciples’ heavenly Father will clothe them “of little faith.” 
Matthew’s gospel is bringing us to this point – to this place where we grapple with how faith & 
power & authority go together as disciples – as faithful followers of Jesus Christ. 
They miss the mark by failing to see it is God’s power which facilitates the extraordinary feats of 
the Christian mission (see Matt. 17:19). 
 
Is this saying the disciples’ did not have faith? ~ No. 
Is this saying the disciples’ had inadequate faith? ~ No. 
Is this saying the disciples’ weren’t cut out for the job of carrying Jesus’ ministry forward after 
his death, resurrection and ascension? ~ Well, given the fact we’re here today and many others 
gather in the name of Jesus Christ to worship on this day, I’d say the answer is ~ No. 
So, what is it saying? 
 
I’d like to say it first in two ways which highlight what it’s not saying: 
 
1. “Like the parables, this story must resist being reduced to pedestrian logic.  One must 
avoid the inclination to infer from this passage a guilt-inducing conclusion that sets forth the 
idea that when hoped-for miracles fail the problem must be our lack of faith and that if we had 
“enough” faith we would be able to avert all tragedies and heal all afflictions.” 
 
One need walk no further than the pediatric oncology floor in any hospital to see how little 
water this argument holds.  ~ If we just had more faith our child would be healed. ~ 
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2. “Neither can we infer from this story that faith is itself a power that accomplishes 
miracles, for God is the one who acts.  It is not a mere attitude we call ‘faith.’” 
 
It is a bit like Corrie ten Boom, a matriarch of the faith who endured the atrocities of Hitler’s 
Nazi Germany and who saw family & friends killed in the concentration camps, who recalled the 
story of a time when she was driving along a mountain road when they came to rickety looking 
bridge and were uncertain if they should cross it – questioning if it was strong enough.  They 
crossed safely because their guide did not inspect their faith in the bridge; he inspected the 
bridge.  We often fall prey to the reasoning that predicts outcomes based on the relative 
strength of our faith.  However, we must not inspect our faith to discern the outcome, rather 
we must look to the Bridge ~ we must look to Jesus for we know Jesus to be strong. (See the 
book Not I, but Christ by Corrie ten Boom, chapter 11) 
 
To reiterate where we began this morning – it’s all about Jesus…and how we work with Jesus to 
create change ~ or to use biblical language ~ how we create opportunities for transformation to 
occur in this world and individual lives ~ or better yet how we introduce individuals to the one 
who can bring healing and wholeness. 
 
This story while it talks about faith is not so much a story about the power of faith – rather, it is 
a story about the power of God. 
 
For faith, as Matthew’s gospel writer understands it, is not a quality of the one praying, but a 
relationship of practical trust with the one to whom prayer is offered. 
 
Perhaps it can be for us what it was for Jesus’ disciples – a reminder that we would do well to 
live within those dissonance forming places where we entertain a gnawing & somewhat 
disruptive picture that as disciples we are agents of the church in which Christ himself is “with 
us…”  
A picture which literally takes us back to the beginning of Matthew’s gospel – chapter 1 verse 
23 – when it declares Jesus’ birth took place to fulfill what been spoken by the Lord through the 
prophet:  
“Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,” which 
means, [who pays attention at Christmas time…right,] “God is with us.” 
 
It’s also a picture which takes us to the end of Matthew’s gospel (which coincidentally is the 
beginning of the church’s mission) when Jesus meets the disciples on the mountain in Galilee – 
a place which Jesus had directed them to go to – a place where when they saw him they 
worshipped him (and also some doubted) ~ yet at this place Jesus declares the words of 
commission to the disciples to go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing in the name of 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit – and teaching them to obey everything Jesus has commanded and 
then Jesus gives us the greatest reminder of all in 28:20, “…And remember, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.” 
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Jesus is the one who builds the church. 
Jesus’ power continues to sustain and lead the church. 
Jesus is the one who accompanies his church through history. 
Last Sunday, Rev. Wright reminded us when he talked us through the Feeding of the 5,000 how 
over the last 275 years of ministry here at GPC –God has provided. 
 
Miracles happen not because we believe in ourselves. 
Miracles happen because we believe in the one who promises to be with us always and the one 
who has the power to make miracles happen. 
 
And when we begin to believe in the power of that One ~ we begin to move God outside of the 
parameters of what we deem possible and move out of thinking too quickly “well this is just the 
way things are” and we move into a place where we can see God’s possibilities. 
 
We begin to see where God is at work and where God calls us to be at work. 
 
Places like Mexico which leaves tomorrow – or Ohio from where our high school youth 
returned from a couple of Sundays ago – or South Dakota who is on the way – or Honduras 
which we’ll hear from very soon – or South Carolina where we’ve gone - or even places like our 
own backyard and the people who live next door to us. 
 
Social Media recently showed a quote by Pope Francis about prayer – one which I think speaks 
to the Matthean context – “You pray for the hungry.  Then you feed them.  This is how prayer 
works.” 
 
This is how mountains move. 
 
Amen. 


