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It is unfortunate that the inexpressible wonder of Christ’s 
incarnation often gets attention only once per year on 
Christmas. We can hardly comprehend that great change 
of scene which took place when Jesus Christ willingly left 
crown, throne, and glory in heaven above, and came into 
this sin-sick world to live in the presence of sinners and in 
the smoke of sin by assuming our human nature out of the 
virgin Mary. God’s people will spend eternity glorying in 
that wonder of wonders. 

Indeed, the Christmas story is not the only place 
where the Bible displays for us the wonder of that great 
change of scene from heavenly glory to earthly darkness. 
In Mark 9 we find Jesus’s transition from the mount of 
His transfiguration and glory to the plain of human dis-
tress and confusion.

What a blessed time it must have been for Christ on 
the mountain of transfiguration. On that mountain He 
experienced the fullness, communion, and approval of His 
Father in an inexpressible degree. On that mountain also, 
Peter, James, and John must have had a blessed experi-
ence, even though they did not yet understand its full 
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significance. Peter, for one, wanted to remain there, and 
desired that a tabernacle be built there for the Lord Jesus.

What a blessing, however, that that tabernacle was not 
built. Jesus did not stay on that mountain. If He had, sal-
vation would have been lost forever. Then He never would 
have given His life as a ransom for His people. If Peter got 
his wish for a tabernacle to be built, although the church 
would have been one step from heaven, she never would 
have gotten into heaven.

The time soon came when Jesus had to go back down 
to fulfil His mission. He had to return to the earthly 
confusion. The people gathered on the plain below did not 
come up the mountain. Rather, Jesus went down, which 
illustrates the effect of man’s deep fall from paradise. Man 
is not able to take one step toward his salvation or toward 
God, but the great and the needed blessing is the coming 
of Jesus.

The first blessing was that Jesus came, the second was 
that He came down, and the third was that He came down 
just in time. And so it is always when He comes with sal-
vation. He does not come when His people think they are 
ready, but He comes to them just in time, namely when it 
is hopeless and cut-off from their side. He comes when He 
is absolutely needed. 

And how needed He was when He came down from 
the mount of transfiguration! What an awful scene met 
His eyes! Here was a physically agonized boy, a deeply dis-
tressed father, a band of nine baffled disciples who were 
unable to give relief, and a group of mocking scribes, who 
were trying to convince the gathered crowd that the inabil-
ity of the disciples implied the inability of their Master. 

What an awful contrast between the mountain and the 
plains! What a great change of scene Jesus now experi-
enced! He came from the voice and presence of God above 
to the work and presence of the devil below. He came from 
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heavenly glory to earthly misery—from quietude to agony, 
from heavenly tranquility to earthly confusion, from holi-
ness to sinfulness.

Yet, how things changed when He came! What a 
difference it makes if Jesus comes. What an eternal dif-
ference—a difference of salvation—it made as He came to 
Bethlehem’s stable for His people, and what a difference it 
made when He came to this plain. 

His presence came as a great surprise. Scripture says, 
“All the people…were greatly amazed” (Mark 9:15). They 
were amazed, in the first place, that He came, when it 
seemed as if He were nowhere to be found, and they were 
amazed, in the second place, how He came, showing forth 
His Divine authority as the exceeding brightness of the 
transfiguration still lingered upon His countenance, as 
it did when Moses came down the mountain with the law 
in his hands. And so it is, spiritually speaking, for God’s 
people. We are amazed when Jesus comes—amazed that 
He comes to such wretches as we are, and amazed how He 
comes with His salvation in spite of our sinfulness. 

What a blessing that may be! There may be moments 
when some believers experience Jesus placing them on the 
mount, granting them a foretaste of heaven and a vision 
of glory. But such times are often brief and infrequent. As 
a rule, more time is spent by Jesus preparing believers for 
glory than in their experiencing that glory. More time is 
often spent in the plain—in the midst of weakness, strug-
gles, conflict, and sorrow. They must return time and 
again to a struggling faith here below. In our efforts to 
pursue holiness by the Spirit’s grace, let us consider how 
to overcome our unbelief through a distressed father’s 
struggling cry of faith in Mark 9:24: “And straightway the 
father of the child cried out, and said with tears, Lord, I 
believe; help Thou mine unbelief.”
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When Jesus Helps Us See the Deeper Issue
The father in Mark 9 had a son who was in a very pitiful 
condition. In the first place, his son had epilepsy. All the 
conditions of epilepsy were present, as can be gathered 
from Matthew, Mark, and Luke together, including sei-
zures, convulsions, falling to the ground, foaming at the 
mouth, grinding teeth, and rigidity. But to this we must 
immediately add that this was not simply an ordinary 
case of epilepsy. Second, this son was also a deaf-mute: he 
could not speak and he could not hear. Third, and worst 
of all, this child was a demoniac: he was possessed by an 
evil spirit, which knocked him down time and again. He 
was not only influenced by that evil spirit, but he was in 
its possession.

This father had no doubt tried everything possible 
to cure his son. Like the woman with the bloody issue, 
he must have gone from physician to physician. He must 
have tried all kinds of suggested remedies, but no remedy, 
no person, nothing, could help. All physicians were of no 
value in this case. 

Not even the disciples of Jesus Christ could heal his 
son. This father might have heard of other occasions when 
Jesus had worked miracles also by means of His disciples. 
But now, coming to Christ’s disciples, he found their heal-
ing energy depleted in the case of his son. The disciples 
tried to cast out the evil spirit in vain.

What a trial for the father! It is difficult to imagine 
the struggle that must have waged within him in those 
moments. Surely it must have been a struggle for him in 
the first place to come to the disciples in front of a large 
number of people. Wouldn’t the people just mock him and 
say, “Your son has been in such a condition since he was a 
small boy;  his case is hopeless.”

Yet, the father came. Hoping against hope, fighting 
the battle of reason versus faith; he brought his son, 
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and the outcome was clear: there was still no relief. The 
disciples were unable. The devil was rejoicing. Inside the 
father the voice of the evil one whispered: “I told you so. 
You were foolish to bring your son in the first place. You 
have only made a fool of yourself.”

As the father now stood in his helplessness, there was 
nothing left for him to do but to return home, and yet 
he could not. Even though it was only logical to conclude 
there was no hope, and that even if Jesus Christ were 
present, He could not heal His son since His own disciples 
could not; yet this father, seeing no solution, could not 
leave. He could not return home and he could scarcely 
stay. He was at his wits end. It became a cut-off and lost 
matter for him and his son.

And now Jesus came! Perhaps we would say, “Why 
didn’t He come sooner? Why did He let His disciples 
become so ridiculed? Why did He permit the father’s 
agony to escalate to such a seemingly hopeless point?

The answer can be put simply: Jesus is all-knowing. 
He knew, moment by moment, exactly what was happen-
ing in the plain below. He waited until everything else 
was eliminated as a source of help outside of Himself. 
Jesus had great and deep lessons to teach this father. He 
did not come only to heal the physical infirmity of the 
son, but above all, the spiritual infirmity of the father. In 
such a way, He also teaches all His people. He leads them 
to that place where everything is cut off—even the very 
disciples of Jesus. In other words, everyone—self, God’s 
people, including ministers—must be completely lost as a 
cure for their deadly spiritual disease. Has that ever taken 
place in a spiritual sense in our lives? Have we ever stood 
in that father’s place?

Jesus came when the father could not leave and yet 
could not believe or see how his son could possibly be 
healed. Then He came—just as He also comes to His 
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people at that time when they cannot leave the Lord alone, 
even though they cannot believe or see how the Lord will 
or can have mercy on such a sinful and helpless case as 
they are. They also come to realize that they are afflicted 
with an incurable disease, a deadly disease, and yet they 
cannot leave the Lord. He is their only hope, though it 
only be a faint one.

How surprised that father must have been when 
Jesus suddenly came! Could the father then immediately 
believe? No. Even though Jesus rebuked them all— 
including the crowd, the scribes, the disciples, and the 
father himself—by saying, “Oh faithless generation,” yet 
the father could not fully believe.

At most, he received a little encouragement, a little 
hope, when Jesus commanded, “Bring him to me.” The 
father poured out his heart and spread out his case before 
Jesus, and now Jesus answered, “Bring him to me.” “Oh, 
perhaps,” the agonized father must have thought, “per-
haps something can yet be done.” 

And yet, his son would not yet be healed. It was one 
thing to bring him to Jesus and quite another if he was 
healed by Jesus. Such is also the experience of believers. 
When they may be brought closer to Jesus Christ and 
when they may receive some encouragement from Him 
such as in a text of Scripture, an answered prayer, an 
application under the preaching of the Word, or a remark-
able incident in God’s providence—then they may receive 
a little hope. But yet, to be brought near to God and to 
feel a deep love for Him and His mercy is not necessarily 
being healed by Him yet. Did we ever feel that difference 
experientially—that to be brought to Jesus is not yet to 
be healed by Jesus? 

The situation had to become even more hopeless. Per-
haps you will ask, “How is that possible? Was it not hopeless 
already?” Yes, it was. But it had to become hopeless to 
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the superlative degree. We may have experienced this 
as Christians, that often when we think our situation is  
hopeless—when we’ve reached the proverbial “bottom 
of the barrel”—the Lord often lets our trials go to even 
greater depths before He intervenes. 

Mark 9:20 says, “And they brought him unto him [that 
is, Jesus]: and when he saw him, straightway the spirit 
tare him; and he fell on the ground, and wallowed foam-
ing.” While the child was being brought to Jesus things 
got worse, not better! In those last moments before heal-
ing, Satan unleashed all his power with fury to prevent 
the work of Jesus.

The trial for that man went to even greater depths. 
First the disciples could not heal him, and now it seemed 
as if Jesus could not heal him.

Jesus’s question did not help either. He asked the 
father, “How long is it ago since this came unto him?” 
(v. 21). Once more the father was reminded of the hope-
lessness of the whole situation. The hopelessness was 
overwhelming. 

“Oh,” the father cried out, “If thou canst do anything, 
have compassion on us, and help us” (v. 22). The father 
was saying, as it were, “You can see for yourself the 
impossibility of the circumstances. It is hopeless. But if 
there is anything you can do—oh, even if you can make 
my son half better—if there is anything at all, then please 
help and have compassion.”

After the father cried “If thou canst,” “Jesus said unto 
him, If thou canst believe, all things are possible to him 
that believeth.” In the original Greek Jesus literally says, 
“As to that ‘if thou canst,’ all things are possible to him 
that believeth” (v. 23).

Jesus turned the father’s attention from his child to 
himself. It was as if He said to that man, “You say, ‘if I 
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can,’ but I tell you in response to your ‘if thou canst’ that 
anything is possible with me. Do you believe that?”

Why did Jesus say this? Did He say this to get this 
father to exercise his free will? Did He mean by this  
that faith is the condition of healing? Did He mean to say 
that the healing of his son was really dependent on the 
father’s faith? 

Rather, Jesus said this to show this father where the 
fault really laid. The father had implied it was the dis-
ciples’ fault and even the fault of the Lord Jesus by saying 
“if,” but now he had to see that the fault was in himself. 
He had to see not only the awful condition of his son, but 
above all, the awful condition of his own heart. He had to 
become a sinner. He had to see that he was an unbeliever 
within himself.

The Needy Cry for Faith unto Christ
So the Lord Jesus took the focus off of the son and placed 
it on the father. He took it off the physical infirmity of the 
child and placed it on the spiritual infirmity of the father.

What a change these few words brought! The Lord 
Jesus spoke these words with divine power to the soul 
of that father. In those moments he saw that the valley 
was full of confusion not only because of his son, but now 
he saw the valley of sin and confusion in his own heart. 
Immediately, suddenly, irresistibly the Lord Jesus showed 
the father his need, and the fruit of it was the father’s 
expression of this great need when he cried with tears, 
“Lord, help Thou mine unbelief” (v. 24). A needy cry for 
faith came from the heart of this father unto Christ. In 
one moment this father was drawn from his self-made 
darkness into God’s marvelous light, which made him see 
his sin—“mine unbelief”—for the first time in his life. 

Initially, the father cried “help my child,” but now, his 
greatest need became, “help my unbelief.” The father saw 
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himself as an even greater problem then his child. The 
circumstances were no longer the greatest problem, but 
he himself was. In those moments he became a needy, 
unbelieving sinner in himself, and therefore his hard 
heart became a greater problem than the epileptic body 
of his son.

Can we say the same thing of ourselves? Has our hard 
heart ever become our greatest problem in life—a problem 
greater than all external circumstances and afflictions? 
Has it ever been our cry, “Lord, help Thou my unbelief?”

In a moment the father was led deeply by the Lord 
Jesus. He was not only led to see his sins of commission 
but also of omission. He was led to the mother sin—the 
sin of unbelief. The Holy Spirit uncovered that father 
unto himself. He showed him his sin and his unbelief, and 
that immediately became an unbearable burden by grace, 
“Lord, help Thou mine unbelief.”

If we are honest with ourselves, we may think of a 
time in our lives when we cried unto the Lord, “O God, 
give me true, saving faith. Work irresistibly so that I must 
believe. Lord, help Thou mine unbelief.”

For God’s people unbelief becomes their great problem. 
They cannot rest in historical, temporary, or miraculous 
faith. They cannot rest in unbelief. Can we rest without 
a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ and Him crucified 
worked in our hearts by the Holy Spirit? Can we live with-
out saving faith? Is it enough for us to come to church, to 
hear the Word of God, and to believe it with our minds?

Historical faith is necessary but it is insufficient by 
itself. We need true, saving faith; if we can rest without it, 
then the devil is also resting by us. If we are strangers to 
that struggling cry, “Lord, help Thou mine unbelief,” then 
we are on good terms with Satan, for we live as if there is 
no God and as if there is no devil, too.
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But if, on the other hand, we have come into that 
good fight of faith, then we also know something of Satan 
and his attacks. God’s people find out that he is both an 
attacker as well as an angel of light who will not give them 
rest night or day as long as they by grace refuse to rest 
without true faith. As long as we must cry out, “Lord, help 
Thou mine unbelief,” Satan will also be at our side trying 
to persuade us that it is a foolish request which will never 
be granted us anyhow, or alternatively that we already 
have it, and do not have to struggle anymore for faith. 

For the father in Mark 9, faith became a necessity, and 
he could no longer blame anyone else for his lack of faith 
anymore; he owned his transgression—mine unbelief—
for himself.

Has that also taken place with us? Has faith become a 
necessity? Has faith cost us tears? Have we ever owned our 
unbelief before the Lord? Have we ever taken full blame? 

True Christians are led to see that the fault of unbelief 
lies at their own door—not God’s, not Adam’s, not man’s, 
nor anyone else’s. At moments in their life they must own 
it for themselves. They begin to see unbelief in everything 
they do, say, and think. They can trace every sin back to it. 
Unbelief is the cause of their leaning on false foundations 
and the cause of their anxiety over materialistic, earthly 
things that are of no value. Unbelief is the reason their 
religious duties are so poor, the reason their prayers are so 
haphazard and halfhearted, and the reason that they are 
so impatient to wait upon the Lord for mercy. The great 
problem of who they are—is all traceable back to unbelief. 

Unbelief becomes their great problem. It spoils their 
religious activities. It hinders their praying, reading, and 
worship—private worship, family worship, and public wor-
ship. It gives more power to Satan’s temptations, for faith 
is the soul’s greatest shield against temptation (Eph. 4:16). 
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And above all, it becomes unbearable because it is such a 
great dishonor to God who is Truth itself and cannot lie. 

Oh, that cursed unbelief! How many tears it costs 
God’s people. How many times they have wished they 
could cast it out of their heart, that they could trample 
it to death, that they could stamp it out forever. But they 
must find out that, try what they might, the root of sin 
and unbelief remains. They must lose all strength from 
their side to fight it and depend on Christ alone: “Help 
Thou mine unbelief.” 

The father saw his self-inability and the hopelessness 
from his side, and he saw that the cause of it was him-
self. Therefore, he did not say, “Lord, help me to help my 
unbelief.” Nor did he say, “Lord, I will try to do my part 
if you will do the rest.” No, but rather, in that one word, 
“Thou”—“Lord, help Thou mine unbelief” the father 
confessed death upon all self-help. At the same time that 
he realized his great problem of unbelief, he also realized 
God’s great exclusivity as the only one who could help.

And why was it so necessary for that father to have 
faith? Did he cry “Help my unbelief” because he saw faith 
as being of merit or worthiness or the condition of God’s 
acceptance? No, faith itself can never save us, but Christ 
Himself saves us through the instrument or means of 
true faith which lays hold of Christ. Salvation is applied 
by faith. Jesus Christ and Him crucified is the object of 
faith for which God’s people are ultimately seeking. Faith 
is like the pitcher with which the sinner draws the living 
water; faith is the only way through which we are made 
partakers of salvation. Faith is the hand of the beggar 
reaching for alms.

To that end we need faith—faith to believe in Him, 
faith to trust upon Him, faith to lean on Him, faith to 
give over to Him, faith to see Him in His Person and 
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benefits. Therefore, we cry, “Lord, help Thou mine unbe-
lief, because I cannot help myself and yet I must be saved.”

The Lord will never deny such a cry, for that cry of true 
need itself reveals His own work, proving that the prin-
ciple of faith is already planted in the heart by the Holy 
Spirit. Mourning over unbelief is a sign of true faith, and 
if we have never mourned then we may be assured that we 
are still missing faith. The two cannot be separated. The 
needy cry is a cry of confession at the same time.

The Confessing Cry of Faith in Christ 
This father received a great blessing. He not only said 
through tears, “Help Thou mine unbelief,” but also 
through tears, “Lord, I believe.” Through tears of sorrow 
and tears of joy he cried out, “Lord, I believe; help Thou 
mine unbelief.”

Truly, it was a God-given confession that came from 
the heart of the father in the midst of trial. Against all 
odds, all common sense, and all natural reason he cried 
out, “Lord, I believe.” In spite of the fact that the disciples 
were unable, that his son had this disease for years, and 
that even as he confessed it his son was crying out, foam-
ing at the mouth, being torn by the devil, and getting 
worse instead of better at Jesus’s feet—yet the father 
cried, “Lord, I believe.” 

The confession of the father “Lord I believe” was a 
gift from above, from the God who graciously gives us all 
that He demands of us. Faith is always the gift of God, 
whether it be the first time or by renewal, worked by the 
Holy Spirit, as Ephesians 2:8 teaches us.

Through that Spirit-worked, Christ-applied, God-
given faith this father triumphed over all difficulties 
and impossibilities. He could say even before his son was 
healed, “Lord, I believe.”
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And what did he believe? Did he only believe that his 
son would be healed or that all things are possible with 
Christ? No. These things are included, but ultimately he 
believed in Jesus Christ Himself in those moments. It was 
as if he said, “Lord, I believe not in myself, nor in any 
other man, but I believe in Thee. Lord, Thou art the object 
of my faith. Lord, I believe in Thee!”

What a great and inexpressible blessing this father 
received to believe in Jesus Himself. With this confession 
he gave himself over unconditionally to the Lord Jesus. 
All self-trust had sunken away. He could not even trust 
his own faith: “help mine unbelief.” In short, there was 
only one thing that this father could truly believe in any-
more, and that was Jesus Christ: “Lord, I believe in Thee.” 
It was as if in one word he confessed his faith in the Lord 
Jesus Christ. “Lord, I believe in Thy ability. I believe in 
Thy willingness. I believe in Thy benefits and in Thy Per-
son. Lord, I believe in Thee.”

Oh, to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ—has this 
ever become our portion? Could we ever confess, “Lord, 
I believe?” Did Jesus’s imperative ever become reality in 
our soul—“Ye believe in God, believe also in me” (John 
14:1)? Was He Himself ever the only One that we could 
truly believe in?

By nature, we are strangers to this confession. Inside 
us, it is just the opposite of “Lord, I believe,” for we will 
believe in everything and everybody but Jesus—and 
above all we tend to believe in self. 

What is it that we believe in? What do we trust and 
lean upon? What are we placing above Jesus Christ? Are 
we believing in ourselves, or our possessions, or our fellow 
man? Are we leaning upon our religion—our tears, our 
prayers, our humility, and our repentance?

Anything we believe in as a foundation for salvation 
outside of Jesus Christ is entirely wrong, false, and futile. 
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Our religion and our experiences can never save us. 
Blessed are they who lose all such foundations, and who 
may know this simple, tearful confession, “Lord, I believe 
in Thee.”

When a poor and afflicted people may be allowed to 
believe in that Savior for the first time or by renewal so 
that this confession—“Lord, I believe”—may come from 
their heart, then it cannot but be tearful. Tears are not, 
and can never be, a ground of our faith or our salvation, 
but one thing is sure—confession cannot go without tears 
either. When that living way is now opened before a dying 
people who are given grace to believe in Jesus alone for 
salvation, how can there not be tears? Oh, that precious, 
deep joy in believing in Him! Do you know that joy by 
experience—that joy that produces tears of joy? 

Mark 9:24 says, “And straightway the father of the 
child cried out, and said with tears, Lord, I believe.” That 
father’s joy was so great that it brought tears—not only 
because of whom he was allowed to believe in, but also 
because that faith was made personal. Those two realities 
coalesced in his heart with profound joy. 

“I believe”—that same I who is so sinful, so corrupt, 
so unbelieving—I believe. “O Lord, I cannot comprehend 
it, but yet I cannot deny it. In spite of what I am, in spite 
of who I am, yet I, by grace, believe.”

Do you know that same confession? Have you experi-
enced the wonder of crying out, “Lord, I believe. In spite 
of myself, I believe. Thou hast made me believe. Thou hast 
shown me that the righteousness of Jesus Christ even goes 
beyond my sinfulness. Lord, I cannot but believe. I believe 
that Thy power goes beyond my unbelief. Lord, I believe.” 

What a great blessing when we may be personally 
made believers. We have come to see that others person-
ally believe. Seeing that is a blessing in itself. But now, it 
is a greater blessing when the Lord may show us that it 
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also possible for us to be saved in spite of our monstrous 
sinfulness and unbelief. Then the Lord reveals to His 
people that through Christ “He is able to save to the utter-
most” (Heb. 7:25). It is that word “uttermost” which is so 
precious to our souls. He is not only able to save, but to 
save to the uttermost. How low that comes! That reaches 
to the bottom of a pile of sinners—to the uttermost. Then 
we may also become those who make that confession, 
“Lord, I believe.”

The Victorious Cry through Faith by Christ
The tearful confession of the father in our text is not only 
a needy and a confessing cry; it is also the cry of victory 
through faith by Christ. 

Modern Christendom would not see this as a vic-
torious cry at all. If this man were brought into the 
counseling rooms after today’s evangelistic messages to 
the masses, then he would be told that his faith was too 
weak. He would be rejected because of his unbelief. He 
would be told, “You must believe. You must accept. You 
must overcome unbelief in your own power, by your force 
of decision, and then you will be saved. You must allow 
Jesus to come in.”

Scripture makes plain that the struggle of faith versus 
unbelief remains in the life of the God’s people until their 
death. A faith that never doubts and struggles is not true 
faith. It may be historical or temporary or miraculous 
faith. True faith is often called to holy war. Many believ-
ers feel like their faith is more often fighting in the plain 
than rejoicing on the mountain.

And yet, whether faith is in the plain or on the moun-
tain, true faith is and remains true faith. Therefore, the 
father’s cry is a cry of victory—because it is the cry of 
true saving faith, which can never be taken away. As long 
as that principle of faith is there, though it be small, the 
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principle of victory is also there. In the activity of faith 
itself there is no doubt. That is impossible. The very 
nature of faith excludes doubt. Certainty cannot be sepa-
rated from faith. 

And therefore, by Christ, through this true faith, the 
cry of faith versus unbelief is a victorious cry. The apostle 
John writes “Whatsoever is born of God overcometh the 
world: and this is the victory that overcometh the world, 
even our faith” (1 John 5:4). 

Through faith, by Christ, God’s people have victory. 
And what a blessing it is when they realize the victory of 
their faith. Just as Israel shouted with joyous faith before 
the walls of Jericho fell, so they may cry out by faith like 
the father of our text did before his son was healed: “Lord, 
I believe.” 

What a great blessing—in all their poverty victory is 
yet sure in the great Victor who came to bruise the head 
of the serpent! Victory is assured to them through faith 
by King Jesus. He will not fail. We see it also in this case. 
Jesus calmly, quickly, miraculously, and powerfully cured 
this child in one moment. “Thou deaf and dumb spirit, 
I charge thee, come out of him, and enter no more into 
him” (Mark 9:25). That is, Jesus commanded the demon 
to come out of the boy and stay out.

In that moment, the victorious cry “Lord, I believe; 
help Thou mine unbelief” found its fulfillment. The devil 
was cast out of the child. What a divine power! A father 
came with his diseased child, and Jesus healed them both. 

How full of joy that father must now have been when 
he returned home with his healed son. Now he could talk 
with his son, and his son could talk back. Oh, how he must 
have talked with his son about Jesus Christ along the 
way; about the unspeakable victory of Jesus Christ! He 
must have told his son about how he was possessed with 
an evil spirit for so many years, about how he took him 
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from place to place and physician to physician, and that 
Jesus Christ was the only one who had absolute power 
over Satan. What inexpressible joy—the joy of victory 
through faith by Christ—must have filled the heart of 
that father as he told of the wonderful deeds of Christ to 
his son. What a blessing that that father was privileged 
to share it with his own son. Parents, do you know such 
times when you could talk from your heart to your chil-
dren of such things? Have you had occasion to tell your 
children of your hope that the victory you cherish would 
become their victory as well?

The Day-to-Day Cry Against Remaining Unbelief
On that journey home there was one thing we can be sure 
that the father forgot about: his unbelief. If he had looked 
for it then, he surely would not have been able to find it. 
Perhaps he even thought to himself—like many of us do—
that he would never have to pray that petition again, “Help 
Thou mine unbelief.” Like him we may have thought in 
such moments, “How could we ever possibly doubt again?”

And yet we are mistaken. Although unbelief hides, it 
will come back. You can read that so beautifully described 
in Bunyan’s Holy War. Unbelief sometimes could not be 
found in the city of Mansoul, but he never could be killed 
either. Unbelief is that plaguing and recurring sin that 
God’s people cannot rid themselves of completely in this 
life no matter how hard they fight the good fight of faith. 
Unbelief is that captain that they desire to see trodden 
down and killed in the gates of the city of their soul. 

Later, the father must have experienced that a war-
fare with unbelief remained within. He found out why 
the disciples themselves had to pray, “Lord, increase our 
faith.” He would have had to come back to that needy, con-
fessing, victorious cry time and again in his life, “Lord, I 
believe; help Thou mine unbelief.” 
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And so it goes in the life of God’s people. When they 
may look upon Christ then they may say with the father, 
“Lord, I believe,” but when they look upon themselves and 
their circumstances, then they must also cry with that 
same father, “Help Thou mine unbelief.” 

Therefore, that Christianity which says that the chil-
dren of God go beyond unbelief and that this man’s faith 
here was so weak is a religion which God’s true people do 
not find in their souls. Time and again they cry out, “Help 
Thou mine unbelief.” 

We often find out, like the disciples, how little faith 
we have. How often we feel included in Jesus’s words, “O 
faithless and perverse generation.” If only we could be 
delivered from that faithlessness and perverseness inside. 
If only we could believe once and for all. We wish that we 
could always say in triumph, “Lord, I believe,” and we 
long for the day when we will not have to add, “help Thou  
mine unbelief.”

But we must also be honest with ourselves. We need 
daily grace to believe. Although we were delivered from 
the state of unbelief forever in the moment of regenera-
tion, yet time and again we can slip into the condition of 
unbelief, which, we confess, is always our own fault. The 
gates of heaven are never shut because of Jesus Christ’s 
merited righteousness, but we are too often shutting them 
from our side.

Believers often feel they are people of “little faith.” 
When John Newton preached about growth in grace, 
relating it to three different stages—first the blade, then 
the ear, then the full corn in the ear—he later received a 
letter from a person who wrote that he felt he was in the 
last mature stage of faith. Newton wrote back that there 
was one thing he forgot to say in his sermon, and that was 
that those who are in the last stage of being the full corn 
in the ear seldom realize it!
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In other words, God’s people do not think so highly of 
their own faith. They do not think that they are souls that 
have great faith. Many people today think they are led so 
far and have so much faith, but then it is only “great faith 
in a little God” whereas God’s people may have that better 
portion of a “little faith in a great God.”

 “But isn’t doubt sin?” we may ask. Yes, it is. It is bit-
ter sin and it costs us bitter tears. Yet, at the same time 
it is an inevitable sin because of our own corrupt hearts. 
Unbelief so quickly arises from within. It begins the 
moment we think we are independent from the Lord. The 
moment we think we can begin to make it on our own and 
don’t need the Lord so much in daily life also—then unbe-
lief rears its ugly head. Unbelief begins when self begins. 
Like Israel, puffed up with fall of Jericho, we are ready 
to say to ourselves, “Do not weary all the people there, 
for the people of Ai are few”—feeling we need God little 
even after receiving grace (Joshua 7:3).

Thus, God’s people live a paradoxical life. On the one 
hand, they are learning “without me ye can do nothing” 
(John 15:5), and on the other hand, they find out they still 
too often try to help themselves on earth and leave Christ 
in heaven. In short, the more they may believe, the more 
they may also see the power of unbelief. 

Unbelief is an awful sin. And yet we must say that 
those who can always believe and those who can never 
believe are both wrong. Unbelief remains, but it must 
become our great grief that we need the Lord so much 
yet believe in Him so little. God’s people cannot deny 
faith altogether, yet they often feel weak in faith. They 
experience that they not only crucified the Lord Jesus 
on Calvary’s cross with their sins, but that they are also 
rending Him afresh by needing Him so little even after 
receiving grace.
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This becomes their deepest sorrow. “O Lord,” they 
must cry, “Help me to truly need Thee more, to believe in 
Thee more, to be exercised with Thee more.”

Continuing with Christ From Where We Are
Where do you stand with respect to that needy, confessing, 
victorious, and persistent cry, “Lord, I believe; help Thou 
mine unbelief?” Where do you stand with respect to faith 
and unbelief?

Open Unbelievers
Are you an open unbeliever? Do you openly reject God’s 
Word? Do you have no desire to believe in Christ? Perhaps 
you do not even want to hear His Word. Do you come to 
God’s house out of custom, or, even worse, out of obligation? 

Then you are truly in a sad condition, and how awful 
it would be if you had to die that way. Did you ever think 
about it—what it means to die as an unbeliever? It means 
that you will ultimately be forced to believe when it is for-
ever too late. Then you will discover that awful fulfillment 
of God’s own Word: “He that believeth on the Son hath 
everlasting life: and he that believeth not the Son shall not 
see life; but the wrath of God abideth on Him” (John 3:36). 
How awful it will be to fall into the hands of a living God! 
Oh, that God might stop you upon your unbelieving way, 
and enlighten your mind. Do you ever think about Him 
and eternity? Do you ever realize that nothing is so sure 
in this life as death? Ecclesiastes 3 speaks of a time to be 
born, and a time to die: nothing separates the two but a 
comma, and so is our life—nothing but a short comma 
which is soon passed by and then comes the meeting with 
our Maker for a never-ending eternity. Are we prepared 
to meet Him?
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Historical Believers
Are you a historical believer only? Perhaps you will say, “I 
am not an open unbeliever. I believe that I am a sinner. 
I believe that Jesus Christ came into the world for His 
people. I believe the Word of God.” 

Is that all you believe—in a Christ outside of you but 
not within you? Is it only a head-belief and not a heart-
belief? I hope that we all realize that the Word of God 
which we profess we believe thoroughly condemns us. His-
torical faith is necessary but it is insufficient. We must not 
only have faith concerning the triune God, but we must 
believe in Him. The Lord must make that faith a reality 
in our souls so that it shall be well for time and eternity.

Doubting Believers
Are you a doubting believer? Must you confess, “I do not 
know if I am a true believer or not. Sometimes I have a 
hope that the Lord is beginning with me, but at other 
times it seems absolutely impossible to even consider it. I 
don’t think I could ever say yet, ‘Lord, I believe,’ as that 
father did, but I think I know something of his cry from 
the depths, ‘Have mercy and compassion on us.’” 

Is this truly your condition? Do you really desire to 
know if you have true faith or not? Then you may find 
five marks in the confession of our text by which you may 
examine yourself. 

In the first place, faith made the father’s heart melt 
and become tender. It made him cry out with tears. And 
why? Because he could not remain cold under the thought 
of free grace to such a vile creature as he was. Do you 
know something of such tenderness and melting-of-heart 
before the Lord? 

Second, faith gave him a deep sense of his remaining 
unbelief. “Lord, I believe; help Thou mine unbelief.” Is it 
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so also with you? Are you a stranger to unbelief? Then you 
are also a stranger to faith. 

Third, faith brought him into a holy war. Faith was 
pulling at one end and unbelief at the other. Do you also 
know that struggle and that pulling within? Do you know 
that cry of Paul, “O wretched man that I am,” since the 
things he wanted to do he found himself not doing, and 
those things he had no desire for he found himself doing 
(cf. Rom. 7:14–25)? 

Fourth, faith made him hunger and thirst after more 
faith. It made the disciples cry out, “Lord, increase our 
faith.” Is that also your desire and your prayer? 

Finally, faith brought him to Christ with prayers and 
with cries. That is the question which you must ask your-
self above all. If there is true faith within, where does it 
bring me? Does it bring me to that only foundation, Jesus 
Christ? Does it make Christ more necessary, more suit-
able, more precious to me? Does it lead me away from Him 
or does it bring me closer to Him? True faith takes away 
every foundation of hope outside of Christ. Do we know 
that work of the Holy Spirit in our life to cut off all other 
“helps” and “hopes” but Him? 

If we know something of these marks, then we may be 
encouraged, for the Lord will not break the bruised reed 
or quench the smoking flax. True faith is saving faith be it 
small or great. True faith can never be taken away, since 
it is the Lord’s own work.

Hoping Believers
Are you a hoping believer? God’s people are hoping believ-
ers. “By hope ye are saved.” They find out that their hope 
often goes in the reverse of what they imagine. They 
expect things to get better with their faith, to grow daily in 
faith—and now they have to find out that to grow in faith 
means also to become less and less about self. In means 
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that self-hope must be stripped away more thoroughly and 
more frequently so that divine-hope would be more valued 
and more precious. God’s people remain “hopers against 
hope” all their lives. 

The dynamics of the believer’s struggle with unbelief 
mirrors his struggle for sanctification. Growing in holi-
ness so often involves going backward in order to progress 
forward: knowing more deeply our unbelief before being 
able to say afresh “I believe”; coming more and more 
to feel our unholiness as God helps us grow in holiness. 
As faith grows, holiness grows; but this growth is often 
attended by shocking realizations of how full we are of 
unbelief and unholiness. Growth of faith is attended by 
an increase of awareness of our own unbelief; growth in 
holiness is accompanied by an increasing sense of our 
unholiness. Growth in faith and growth in holiness are 
not genuine if not attended by new discoveries of our deep 
poverty of both.

Do we know something of this true faith? God’s people 
find out that all true faith is from God, and all unbelief 
is always from themselves. The Lord is faithful. He gives 
them no cause to distrust Him. In spite of their unfaith-
fulness He will be faithful to His hoping people even unto 
the end, fulfilling their desires by bringing them one day 
to those mansions he has prepared for them—even for 
those who are so weak in themselves that they had to 
pray all their life long, “Lord, I believe; help Thou mine 
unbelief,” and yet who, in that glorious day, will be made 
perfect in holiness forever in Christ Jesus! Amen.


