Father’s Day 2024

“You’re Not So Bad, Dad”

Mark 9:14-27
Imagine your workplace decides to hold a celebration honoring you. One whole day is set aside to pay tribute to you. Invitations are sent out, a banquet hall is set up and your favorite meal is served. Your boss and coworkers are prepared to speak about you.

Yet one by one, they each list all of your mistakes and unfinished projects. Put in motivational terms to prompt you to try harder and do better, each person that speaks piles on more defeat and disappointment. Soon you can relate to the one Abraham Lincoln spoke about: “I feel like the man who was tarred and feathered and ridden out of town on a rail. To the man who asked him how he liked it, he said: ‘If it wasn’t for the honor of the thing, I’d rather walk.’”

Now most of you probably can’t imagine such an event, but I think the church is often guilty of this one day a year: Father’s Day. We set aside the third Sunday in June to celebrate fathers and fatherhood, only to preach sermons castigating men for not being the fathers they could be, challenging them to try harder and do better. I have been as guilty of this as any preacher.

So today, I want to buck that trend. I was recently introduced to a book entitled, There Are Dads Way Worse Than You, with the subtitle, “Unimpeachable Evidence of Your Excellence as a Father.” (And, yes, there is a similarly titled book for moms, too.) That got me to thinking about how I have approached Father’s Day in the past—instead of blessing them, I have tended to bash them. 

Not that I want to celebrate mediocrity or instill complacency. I’m sure that all the dads hearing my voice want to do better at fatherhood, and we can all certainly list the times we’ve blown it better than anybody. We tend to be our own worst critic. So why come to church to heap on some more?

My message today is entitled, “You’re Not So Bad, Dad,” and is based in Mark 9:14-27. In this text we are introduced to a father who had a tough situation and didn't always do or say the right thing. But in the end, he succeeded in bringing the best for his son. My intent is not to make fathers feel worse than they already do about their past failures or their present shortcomings. Rather, it is to encourage you that you need not be a perfect parent to do what’s best for your children.

His Frantic Attempts

Turn with me to Mark chapter nine, where we are introduced to this dad and his frantic attempts to deal with his son's condition. We read in verses 17-18,

A man in the crowd answered, “Teacher, I brought you my son, who is possessed by a spirit that has robbed him of speech. Whenever it seizes him, it throws him to the ground. He foams at the mouth, gnashes his teeth and becomes rigid. I asked your disciples to drive out the spirit, but they could not.”
Later, in verses 21-22, Jesus asks, “How long has he been like this?” “From childhood,” he answered. “It has often thrown him into fire or water to kill him.”
Mark describes the boy’s horrific afflictions in graphic detail. He is mute and racked by seizures that dash him to the ground, cause him to foam at the mouth and grind his teeth, and make him as stiff as a board.
 The symptoms that the man describes are similar to those known today as manifestations of epilepsy.
 Yet attempts to give his son’s affliction a modern medical name do not alleviate the evil behind his suffering.
 Mark clearly speaks of possession by an evil spirit that in this case caused violent symptoms similar to those produced by the electric disturbance in the brain that causes an epileptic seizure. Epilepsy, which has physical causes, should not be equated with demon possession. At the same time, one should not reduce the biblical accounts of demon possession to descriptions of a malfunction of the brain. Demon possession can manifest symptoms comparable to those of epilepsy, and vice versa. The description here and in verses 20 and 26 indicates a temporary physical seizure that the demon controlling the boy caused sporadically.

Furthermore, we see the demon’s destructive intent as it “often cast him into the fire and into the water.” The poor father had probably saved his son’s life numerous times, constantly having to watch the boy in order to protect him. Beyond that he had been unable to do anything.
 

Imagine the pain of the father. Other dads could watch their children grow and mature; he could only watch his suffer. While others were teaching their sons an occupation, he was just frantically trying to keep his son alive.
 Try to imagine this happening to your child or grandchild or the child of someone close to you.

Jesus calls for the child. When the boy is brought, the condition described by the father becomes reality before Jesus’ eyes: he is seized with convulsions and thrown to the ground, writhing and foaming at the mouth. The seizure is not coincidental, for Mark reports that, “when the spirit saw Jesus, it immediately threw the boy into a convulsion.” The boy may indeed be epileptic, but the epilepsy is portrayed as a front for the demon.

Jesus responded calmly, asking a question like a discerning physician at a patient’s bedside would. 
 The father explains his son’s horrifying history. Jesus is not merely interested in a case history of the boy. He is helping the father to confess how desperate his need is, and at the same time showing him that he has no other resource but in Jesus.

His Frustrated Admission

This leads to the father’s frustrated admission. Seeing his son’s renewed torment on top of the disciples’ miserable failure can only pierce the father’s heart even more and drain away his faith that Jesus can do any better than his disciples.
 What a challenge! This father couldn’t leave his son alone for a minute. Who knew when the next attack would come? He had to remain on call, on alert twenty-four hours a day. He was desperate and tired, and his prayer reflects that.

The father begs Jesus in verse 22, “But if you can do anything, take pity on us and help us.” Note the father’s appeal: “If You can…take pity…” His request reveals a level of doubt concerning Jesus’ power and kindness.
 The Greek word translated “anything” indicates the father’s belief that even a little bit of help will be beneficial.

At this point most preachers jump all over this poor dad. “What do you mean, ‘if?’ Don’t you know who you’re talking to?” They make him sound like he’s Homer Simpson or something like that—a total doofus. I don’t think that’s fair, considering all this man has dealt with and the disappointment of Jesus’ disciples’ inability to help.

In the next verse Jesus does correct the father, but He does so gently.
 “‘If you can’?” said Jesus. “Everything is possible for him who believes.”
Now before we proceed we need to stop and address a side issue. Jesus’ promise in verse 23 is often misquoted by false teachers of the “Word of Faith” movement. This heretical system of teaching declares that God has given the power to believers to “name and claim” virtually anything, including health and prosperity, and that people only need to exercise enough belief in order for their wish to come to pass. But this is not what Jesus taught. Here, the object of faith is crucial. He calls us to believe in God’s power and goodness. Regardless of what we desire to have, we surrender our will to His, trusting that God knows what we need better than we do. Trust in His power and goodness means we trust that God will do everything He desires to do in us and through us.

These false prophets teach that faith can control God, that if you believe enough, God has to do it! That is man-made, man-centered religion. It reduces God to a genie in the bottle that is at our beck and call. The fact is, faith must never go farther than God’s clear promises, for, as Alexander Maclaren wrote, “whatever goes beyond God’s Word is not faith, but something else assuming its appearance.”
 I call it arrogant presumption.

His Faithful Acknowledgment

Back in Mark 9, we see the father’s faithful acknowledgment in verse 24, “Immediately the boy’s father exclaimed, ‘I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!’” He was honest enough to admit his own unbelief and to ask for the Lord’s help.

This is one of the great responses in all of Scripture. Here is one of the most transparent characters in the Bible. His faith was trembling, imperfect, but real! He had a faith that declared itself publicly, and at the same time recognized its weaknesses and pleaded for help. That is a real faith. What an encouragement to us all! You and I need not think we are hypocrites because our faith is not perfect. The father believed in Jesus and his promise—and it happened.

We are sometimes convinced (or convince ourselves) that true faith is always strong and unwavering, ready to take on the world without a shadow of a doubt. That is simply not so. True faith is always aware how small and inadequate it is. The father becomes a believer not when he amasses a sufficient quantum of faith but when he risks everything on what little faith he has, when he yields his insufficiency to the true sufficiency of Jesus.

His plea is a paradox that almost every Christian can appreciate: “I do believe; help my unbelief.” It is also a request God delights to hear and will always honor.
 If you find yourself doubting God, let this man’s cry be your prayer. Be honest with God about your doubts and proceed in faith. God will honor your faith and strengthen it.

Here’s the best part: Jesus answered, not according to the poverty of the man’s faith, but according to the riches of God’s grace.
 This father tethers what little faith he has to Christ and asks for help just as he is. Jesus does not expect him to summon up a mighty faith before anything can be done but only to trust that God can act decisively through him.
 As one commentator titled this passage, “Frail Faith in a Strong Savior”

The disciples and those standing around that day may have seen this father as a failure. He may have felt like a failure himself. Many preachers down through the years have seemingly piled on, reinforcing this view.

Was this a failure of faith? Maybe. Failure may seem a bad thing, something to be feared; but, depending on how we react, it can become a positive learning opportunity. It can become a teaching moment, when we become more deeply aware how utterly we must depend on God. It also can help us cope better with the shipwrecks, breakdowns, and disasters that inevitably come in our lives.
 

Our faith will fail at times. We are human, after all. But as Winston Churchill famously proclaimed, “Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.” This father bounced back from the lapse of faith and, ultimately, brought his son home whole. That, I believe, qualifies as a success!
The father’s pain is relevant for our situation. He is like so many parents today who helplessly watch their child suffering from some malignant disease, caught in the grip of some addiction, or living at the mercy of gangs and societal violence. They experience anger, frustration, and anguish in not knowing where to turn for help. They fear in their deepest soul that something has taken control of their children’s lives that will kill them unless they can be delivered.

We also witness more and more children in our society who are convulsed by values that roll them around in the dirt. Hopelessness throws them into the fire of drugs and alcohol and drowns them with despair. Teenagers get caught in the grips of anorexia, and parents stand helplessly by, seeking answers and worrying themselves sick. Their best efforts are to no avail. What is worse, there are some parents who show no concern for their children or who feel that they can do nothing to help. The answer begins when we prayerfully bring these children into the presence of Christ.

Interestingly, if we read beyond the end of this episode, after the father took his healed son home and the crowds disperse, we read in verse 28 that the disciples asked Jesus privately, “Why couldn’t we drive it out?” He replied in verse 29, “This kind can come out only by prayer.” (Some manuscripts include “prayer and fasting.”) Have you ever wondered why the disciples could not cast out this demon themselves? We are not told definitively, but from these two verses I would suggest that they had failed to pray. They thought they could handle this demon on their own, and in their own strength they failed.

There is really only one prayer in the story. It’s the honest prayer of a hurting man. And since God is more moved by our hurt than our eloquence, He responded. That’s what fathers do.

An honest self-examination of our faith may reveal more lack than substance. But Christ regards even our weak faith. After all, it is not the quantity of our faith that makes the greatest difference, but the quality of him in whom our faith rests.
 Our prayers may be awkward. Our attempts may be feeble. But since the power of prayer is in the one who hears it and not the one who says it, our prayers do make a difference.

You’re not so bad, Dad. You may be able to relate to that father in Mark 9, maybe more than anyone else will ever know. You may not be a great man of faith. You may never be a man of great faith. All you need to be is a man of faith in a great God. That will make all the difference in the world, regardless of how big or small your faith is.
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