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September 30, 2018 

James 5:13-20 

Mark 9:38-50    Our Mission, God’s Mission 

 

In the gospel of Mark, the world is full of darkness and demons. These 

terrible dark forces have filled the world and taken over creation. They 

have taken control of people. And they torment them in body, mind and 

spirit. They use their dark powers to separate people and divide people 

and isolate them from one another. It is their mission, we are told, to 

possess human beings. They want to take over the lives of men, women 

and children, to steal their vitality and the joy of their Creator. This is 

what is going on in the gospel of Mark. This is the problem that Jesus 

has come to address: the world that is possessed by demons. 

When Jesus appears in the gospel of Mark, he breaks into this world. 

The sky is torn apart at his baptism and Jesus crashes the demons’ party. 

And everywhere that Jesus he challenges the darkness. The demon-

possessed find him. Unclean spirits interrupt him in the synagogue. 

Those who are spiritually tormented chase him down. Parents with 

tormented children find Jesus too. The mothers of little girls who are 

sick. The fathers of little boys having seizures. Everywhere Jesus goes, 
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he finds a world possessed by demons. He finds people overcome and 

overwhelmed, despairing and desperate. They are powerless against the 

evil forces. There is nothing they can do to stop them. 

The world in the gospel of Mark is full of darkness and demons. And we 

might say the same thing of our world today. In our world, we see dark 

forces stirring up violence and terror. We see dark forces planting 

mistrust and greed. We see it wearing people down. We see the terrible 

demons of drugs and alcohol pulling people into pits from which they 

cannot escape. We see the monstrous desires for power. The monstrous 

desires that consume the most vulnerable. The monstrous desires that 

use people and cast them aside. The monstrous desires that sicken the 

earth and the water and the sky. That deform men and women and 

children. It’s like we are possessed. But the demons whisper that it’s ok 

as long as the bottom line looks good.  As long as we can’t see it and it 

doesn’t affect us. But by 2030, they predict that 90% of the world’s coral 

reefs will be gone.1 The gorillas in Central Africa will be extinct.2 Over 

                                                           
1 https://nyti.ms/2tVgRe0 
2 https://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2010/01/100324-gorillas-extinct-africa-un-report/ 
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70 million people will be displaced by war.3 More than ten thousand 

kids in KY will be in foster care.4 People are sick. The world is 

suffering. But we tell ourselves that we are powerless. There’s nothing 

we can do. And we don’t see. We can’t see because we spend 90% of 

our time indoors, in our cars, behind screens.5 God’s creation, God’s 

children are being warped and manipulated and stolen. The world is 

possessed by the darkness of racism. By the darkness of greed. By the 

darkness of addiction. By the darkness of isolation and fear. Kids grow 

up alone. Adults grow up alone. We all grown up alone, hopeless and 

helpless. But that’s not how life is meant to be. It’s not how God created 

it to be. 

So Jesus broke into the world to change all of that. In Mark’s gospel, 

Jesus came to challenge the darkness and cast out the demons that have 

control of everything. His mission is to take creation back. It’s to take it 

back, to take US back for God. The first thing that Jesus does in Mark’s 

                                                           
3 http://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html 
4 https://chfs.ky.gov/agencies/dcbs/dpp/Documents/Statewide%20-
%20%20Foster%20Care%20Facts%20Sheets%20-%20September%202018.pdf 
5 https://www.forbes.com/sites/amywestervelt/2012/08/08/how-our-buildings-are-making-us-
sick/#6e8617275b19 
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gospel is cast out an unclean spirit. In a synagogue on a Sabbath 

morning, Jesus just says the word sends the demon packing. Because 

this is what God has sent him to do. From there, he travels through Judea 

and Galilee and he performs exorcisms wherever he goes. He does so 

many that the Pharisees accuse Jesus of being a demon himself, since he 

can boss them around so well. But this is what Jesus has come to do. 

And it’s what he trains his disciples to do too. He sends them out in 

Mark, chapter six, to preach repentance and heal the sick and he gives 

them authority over unclean spirits. His job is now their job. His mission 

is their mission, to free people from the powers that bind them and trap 

them and steal their joy and their hope. The mission of God in Jesus 

Christ is to set people free. And take back what belongs to God. 

That’s what Jesus and his disciples are doing. They are taking the world 

back for God. Except that in Mark, chapter nine, the disciples kind of hit 

a road block. Their abilities to boss evil around have dissipated. Just a 

few verses before our reading today, the disciples meet a little boy 

possessed by a demon. The demon causes him to have fits. It throws him 

into the fire and tries to drown him. He was possessed by something he 
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was helpless against. And the only thing his family could do was watch. 

His father came to the disciples in desperation. But the disciples couldn’t 

do anything. They were helpless too. And Jesus had to do it himself. 

The disciples had lost their authority. They couldn’t do anything. And as 

the church, we might feel that way too sometimes. We might feel 

powerless in this dark world. We might feel anxious and frustrated. We 

are on a mission with Jesus, but it doesn’t seem like we are much help. 

We are supposed to have authority. But we don’t. So we argue and 

quarrel. And isn’t that just what the darkness wants? It wants us to forget 

our mission. It wants us to take our eye off the ball. It wants us to do 

useless things with our energy instead of being useful for the Kingdom 

of God. Like the anxious disciples, we argue amongst ourselves. We 

argue with other churches. We argue about our mission. When this 

mission we have is not about us or for us. It is about God and it is for the 

world. 

The disciples in our story want to argue. Someone ELSE has been 

casting out demons. Someone else who is not one of THEM used the 

name of Jesus and did what they were supposed to do. Someone else 
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was accomplishing the mission of God. How dare he. The disciples 

come to Jesus with all the charm of a bunch of tattletales. “Teacher, 

teacher! We saw someone casting out demons in your name, so we told 

him to stop because he wasn’t following us!” Notice what the disciples 

say. He wasn’t following US. Not ‘he wasn’t following you, Jesus’. He 

wasn’t following US. Because the disciples think it’s is about them.  

They think the mission is theirs and that they possess it. But they can’t 

possess it any more than the demons can. The mission isn’t about them 

or for them alone. It’s about God and for the world. And Jesus tells them 

so. 

Jesus tells his disciples not to get in the way of God’s mission. And he 

uses some pretty harsh language to do so. He uses some serious symbols 

about removing hands and eyes. And I say symbols because this is 

symbolic language. It is not literal. All those who want to take the Bible 

literally, go for it. But I have yet to see a church that was willing to 

literally do what this passage says. This is a hyperbole. What Jesus is 

saying is an overstatement meant to make us stop and think, AND 

TAKE GOD’S MISSION SERIOUSLY. Jesus is serious. Jesus is 
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serious that we shouldn’t get in the way. He is serious that we shouldn’t 

be a stumbling block. He is serious that we shouldn’t trip others up with 

our actions or our words. And it would be better for us to lose a hand or 

an eye than get in the way. 

“If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones it 

would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck 

and you were thrown into the sea.” Remember last week, Jesus took a 

child in his arms and told the disciples to welcome little ones because 

they were welcoming God. Jesus is still holding that child as far as we 

know. He is still holding the child as he talks to his disciples today. Be 

careful, he says not to cause little ones like this to stumble, he tells us. 

Be careful for the little ones who are young, the little ones who are 

powerless. The little ones who are just starting to believe in God. The 

little ones who hope in God’s power. Don’t make them stumble. 

Teresa Howerton is a pastor here in town. If you haven’t ever met 

Teresa, you should. She is the pastor at the Grace Fellowship church 

behind Darlin Jeans and she has a heart of gold. She knows her mission 

is to fight the darkness. And she will tell you that her church is different. 
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It’s full of people who need God, who need divine power and they aren’t 

afraid to ask. One day, a woman brought in her grandson to church. He 

was in his early twenties and video games had taken over his life. He 

played them 20 hours a day. He had become aggressive and abusive if 

anyone questioned his habit. He had lost his job and his friends. His 

grandmother, who felt so hopeless had made him come to church and 

Teresa began to pray over him. The young man began to get angry and 

shout, then he was on the floor, then all the women were crying out in 

fear for Jesus to save them all. For mercy, mercy, mercy from the 

demons that were there. It was, she said, an encounter with darkness. 

But the young man calmed down. And after that church service, he went 

home and that urge to play video games was gone. He turned his life 

around and got a job. And he came back a few weeks later to thank the 

church for setting him free of what had possessed him. 

Don’t get in the way of the little ones. The little children, the little 

churches, the little believers who aren’t part of US. Don’t stand in the 

way of the mission. Be part of the mission. Be a church that stands 

against the darkness. Release those in despair. Lift up the hopeless. Cast 
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out the demons who tell us we aren’t good enough or smart enough or 

physically fit enough or popular enough. All the demons that tell us we 

aren’t enough and that others aren’t enough either. Who whisper words 

of suspicion and envy and doubt. Who encourage us to argue and 

condescend and judge. Who keep us locked up inside our houses and 

inside ourselves. Who isolate us and make us feel empty and alone. God 

has broken into this world. And the name of Jesus is a name of authority 

that cuts through the darkness. And tears the temple curtain in two. And 

rolls the stone away from the grave. It casts out the demons and tells 

them to never return again. 

This is God’s mission. It’s our mission. And it’s not about us or for us 

alone. It’s about God and it’s for the world. And we never, ever, ever 

want to get in the way of that. Because we want God to take creation 

back. And we need to be the ones who speak the name of Jesus and act 

in the name of love and believe in power of his resurrection. God needs 

disciples. Not admirers or fans, but disciples. Not stumbling blocks, but 

people who believe that Jesus can make a way. So, I invite you to pray. 

To consider. To talk with one another after worship. How do we make 
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sure we are on God’s mission and not our own? How do we remove the 

stumbling blocks for people who want to try new things and do new 

ministries? What other groups that aren’t US do we need to cooperate 

with? And where is Jesus inviting us to follow him outside of our walls 

and outside of ourselves to fight the darkness in the world? How, O 

Lord, can be the salt for the world? 


