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“Faith” is a word used so often by Christians that we easily forget its purpose and power. It’s not nebulous,  

nor does it make you vaguely a “person of faith.” Biblical faith trusts in the triune God for salvation, that is, 

in what He did and what He will do. And living faith always leads to action: “For the time would fail me to 

tell of Gideon and Barak and Samson and Jephthah, also of David and Samuel and the prophets: who 

through faith subdued kingdoms, worked righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions, 

quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness were made strong, became 

valiant in battle, turned to flight the armies of the aliens. Women received their dead raised to life again. 

Others were tortured, not accepting deliverance, that they might obtain a better resurrection” (Heb. 11:33-

35).  

 

Down from the Mountain 

After receiving the law, Moses comes down from Sinai and finds Israel engrossed in idolatry (Ex. 32). Jesus 

was just up on the mountain, filled with the glory of God, and now He’s at the bottom dealing with a 

multitude, a desperate father, a severely troubled boy, and the disciples who are said three times to be 

“unable” to heal him (vv. 16, 19, 20). The boy gets healed but, as Matthew emphasizes, so do the disciples. 

Dealing with the highs and lows of the Christian life is a normal part of discipleship. We get glimpses and 

sometimes even vista views of God’s glory this side of the Jordan. But then we get down from the mountain 

and everything is a mess. Nine of the disciples didn’t even get to go up the mountain, but were busy not 

healing the boy and then getting assailed by the scribes (Mk. 9:14-16). We must learn the art and discipline 

of drawing encouragement from discouraging circumstances, which can only be done if we keep our eyes 

on Christ. The man brings his son to them because they are Jesus’ disciples. The scribes attack because the 

apostles are doing His work. Even though they healed effectively before (Matt. 10:1), they will have to grow 

in grace because this challenge is bigger (Matt. 10:1). There is no aspect of life, including our regrettable 

sin, that is not cause for encouragement and therefore resolve against sin (Rom. 5:20; 6:1-2). Instead of 

focusing on whoever brought the trial, go to the one who sent it. Learn at the bottom as well as the top.  

 

Faithless Generation 

“Then Jesus answered and said, ‘O faithless and perverse generation, how long shall I be with you? How 

long shall I bear with you? Bring him here to Me’” (v. 17). Jesus describes that generation as unbelieving 

and perverse. It’s not just that the scribes didn’t think Jesus had the power to heal; they didn’t want Him 

to, which is twisted. People in rebellion against God would rather suffer (and watch others suffer) than 

recognize the Lordship of Jesus Christ and be healed. And they will chase after all kinds of devices and 

twisted ways to avoid really dealing with the problem, which is sin. Notice that Jesus does not float above 

the ground, His emotions undisturbed. “How long shall I be with you? How long shall I bear with you?”, he 

says, knowing that the time is short. Frustrated in the face of faithlessness, He trusts the Father and heals 

the boy: “And Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of him; and the child was cured from that very 

hour” (v. 18). His confidence in God does not cause Him to downplay the boy’s situation nor the sin of those 

around Him, rather it empowers Him to heal. It’s easy to ignore trouble and evil, and it’s easy to throw your 

hands in the air, fed up, and leave. These are equally unbelieving responses. However absurd the situation 

you find yourself in, apparently that’s what God thinks you need to deal with. Why are we here, now? 
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Nothing Impossible 

Jesus identifies three levels of faith. The generation is faithless, the disciples have “little-faith” (oligopistian), 

and those with the faith of a mustard seed will be able to move mountains (vv. 17, 20). Unbelief 

accomplishes nothing; little-faith is frustrated and ineffective; small but true seed-faith is full of potential 

and changes the world. We miss the point entirely if we conclude from this passage that only Jesus can do 

anything and it’s too bad He’s not here. The father whose son is in mortal danger around fire and water 

trusts in Christ such that he is healed from that very hour. The disciples privately ask the right question: 

“Why could we not cast it out?” And the rebuke of Jesus, full of love, is like a kiss on the lips: “Because of 

your unbelief; for assuredly, I say to you, if you have faith as a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 

‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you. However, this kind does 

not go out except by prayer and fasting” (vv. 20-21). Jesus says nothing will be impossible, not “everything 

will be easy.” That kind of demon only goes out by prayer and fasting. The father with the mustard-seed 

faith is desperate, and Mark records, “Immediately the father of the child cried out and said with tears, 

“Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mk. 9:24). True faith doesn’t have its nose up in the air, trusting itself. 

We don’t have faith in our faith. We trust in Christ and ask Him to forgive our failure to do so as we ask Him 

to do what otherwise is impossible. With regard to prayer and fasting, we might wonder, “Has it come to 

that?” This is how God works. He allows evil in the world so that we would trust Him and overcome it, which 

includes some mountains. Individually, sometimes overcoming looks like a change of heart and mind so that 

we can thrive throughout the unabating trial until death. Sometimes it looks like healing and relief. Prayer 

and fasting go together because fasting produces focused prayer. The point is not a physical feat of 

neglecting your body (Col. 2:23), but a means of seeking His grace either in repentance of sin, healing, or 

wisdom. Prayer shows you know that only God can bless you, and prayerlessness reveals you don’t. Jesus 

says by mustard-seed faith you can move the most solid and imposing thing. We like big, flashy, impressive 

things. David was the least impressive of all his brothers, but God doesn’t look on the appearance. He looks 

at the heart (1 Sam. 16:7). David trusted God and when he saw the giant Goliath, he just saw a bigger target 

(1 Sam. 17:26). God loves to take the weak and despised things of the world and use them to bring great 

victory. Our problem in this country is not that we lack Christians. We may have too many. We certainly 

have too much unbelief. The apostles will rise to greatness and sit on thrones, but first they will be humbled. 

The father in this story humble, desperate, and believing, and so see the impossible done.  

 

The Good News 

What Jesus says next is His confession of faith, and it’s the second time He makes it (16:21). The Son of Man 

will be betrayed in the hands of men who will kill Him, and on the third day He will be raised up (v. 22-23). 

The boy was just “lifted up” (cf. Mk. 9:27), but it wasn’t a one-off event. The Son of Man, the new humanity, 

will do it, and the world will follow, the sorrow of the disciples notwithstanding. Their sorrow would be 

turned to increasing joy as they met the risen Jesus and further understood what His resurrection means 

for this world.  

 


