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•

As

Connecting:

•

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In

•

Do you feel that people generally connect prayer,
faith, and power in the ways Jesus does? Could
you elaborate?
What implications for the modern Church, if
any, can you draw from these connections?
Thinking through this episode in Jesus’ life, what
reasons, if any, might we have to engage in the
regular practice of prayer? What might this
prayer look like? In what ways, if any, does this
differ from the way you are now praying?
What might it look like for you to pray in the
way Jesus seems to be encouraging his disciples to
pray? What, if anything, keeps you from praying
in this manner?
You might consider concluding your time as a
group in prayer, seeking to pray in light of the
implications you have drawn from the text.

Why Pray?
45 minutes

what ways did you respond to him?

•
•

•

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state
they have held back.)

•

Getting Started:
10 minutes

• In your mind, what is prayer?
Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•

Using the notes, talk about the practice of prayer
in America today. Feel free to make any additional
anecdotal observations regarding prayer.
Read Mark 9.14-29 out loud. Seek to imagine
yourself in the text as an eyewitness to the
events. Read the text again.

What do you see or notice as you witness these
events?

•

you experience the text, what connections,
if any, exist between prayer, faith, and power?
What might be the nature of these connections?

Context and Background

Prayer in America and among Evangelicals
Prayer is perhaps the most common spiritual practice in

America. Many Americans, regardless of their religious
affiliation or beliefs engage in some prayer-related
activity on some regular basis. The latest in-depth
research available on prayer practices is the 2014 poll
conducted by the Pew Research Center. In this study,
researchers discovered that 55% of all Americans

pray daily or more with 68% of all Christians and
79% of all Evangelicals report engaging in the
practice of daily prayer. When one investigates this
claim with respect to Evangelicals, considering typical
markers associated with Evangelical Christianity—
interpretation of Scripture as the Word of God, belief
in Heaven/Hell, belief in God—the average number
of Evangelicals who pray daily or more hovers around

80%.
While high numbers of people report they engage in the
daily practice of prayer, the percentage of those praying
varies highly across age ranges, gender, and race.
Older Americans pray more than younger Americans.
People without college degrees pray more than those
who possess these degrees. Women pray more than
men, and Blacks and Hispanics pray more than Whites.
These findings hold true among Evangelicals with the

most startling differences falling along generational
and gender lines.
While the Pew Research Center’s data reveals who is
praying, an August 2017 report by the Barna group
reveals the content and context of these prayers. In
this study, 95% of people who pray most often pray
by themselves, while 5% pray most often with others.
Further, when people pray, the primary content of
their prayers involve their own immediate needs and
concerns. Personal gratitude and the needs of family
and community top the list for which people pray most
often, followed next by requests for personal guidance
in crises and health and wellness.
When one considers these recent findings, it appears
that Americans (and Evangelicals) have healthy
and active prayer lives. However, people rarely turn
outside themselves or their immediate needs to pray for
their world, injustices, or the crises of other people.
Further, the practice of corporate prayer is either
shunned or not taken up with any serious intention.

The Text

Mark 9.14-29: Prayer and Power
The Gospel of Mark is the earliest of the Gospels to
have been written. Church tradition states that Mark
wrote this Gospel based upon the preaching of Peter
with the caveat that Peter’s preaching did not maintain
the order of Jesus’ ministry; that is, Church tradition
is firm on the issue of authorship but from a very early
point has questioned the chronological flow (not

historicity) of Mark’s Gospel. If tradition is correct,
then the chronological differences between the Synoptic
Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) and John are easily
understood because Matthew and Luke both made use
of Mark in the writing of their Gospels while John did
not. This most likely implies that the chronology of John
is the most accurate chronological recounting of Jesus’
ministry. It is therefore difficult to determine how best
to use chronology as an interpretive tool with the Gospel
of Mark. We cannot assume that all events as written
by Mark are disordered and the chronology of events can
prove important in understanding narrative threads. It is
probably best to assume that when the narrative flows
without literary transitions that we have a single block
of chronologically coherent episodes. However, when
we encounter a literary transition, such as a complete
change of subject or location, we have ended one block
and begun another. Within these blocks one may use
chronology to interpret the text but across these blocks
one should probably hold more loosely to chronological
points unless there is good evidence for doing so.
The episode in Mark 9 concerning prayer (Mark 9.1429) is directly tied to Jesus’ transfiguration (Mark
9.2-13). Jesus has taken Peter, James, and John up a
mountain where he will be transfigured before them,
leaving the remaining nine disciples behind. When Jesus
and the three disciples return, they find the remaining
nine surrounded by a crowd, locked in a debate with the
Scribes. The Scribes were a subset of the Pharisees, a
group of men who were religious scholars and lawyers
of the Torah. However, upon seeing Jesus, the entire
group (disciples, Scribes, and the crowd) is filled with
wonder and runs to greet Jesus. While several reasons
can be raised for this response, a desire to settle the
present dispute being one of them, the primary reason
appears to be the appearance of Jesus’ person. It seems
that Jesus’ presence had a profound effect upon people.
Having noticed the debate, Jesus inquires as to its nature.
Instead of hearing a reply from the Scribes or the nine
disciples, Jesus is met by a man who steps forth from
the crowd. The man relates that he had brought his son
to Jesus to be delivered from a spirit which has robbed
his son of his speech and brought about epileptic-like
symptoms. Some interpreters have sought to point to a
medical diagnosis of epilepsy over a spiritual diagnosis
arguing that in the ancient world disease was thought to
have spiritual roots. While this may be true, conditions

like epilepsy remain spiritual in nature, evidence of the
fallen state of creation and are therefore in themselves
an experience of evil.
The problem arose when the man could not find Jesus
and instead went to the remaining nine disciples for
help. However, the disciples found they could not
drive out the spirit. This brought shame not just to the
disciples but to Jesus as these disciples represented him
in his absence. Culturally, their inability indicated an
inability on the part of Jesus. Jesus is therefore rightly
frustrated with the situation. The disciples made it
appear as if those who are caught in the grips of evil
can find no help from Jesus. On top of the situational
frustration is the frustration brought about by the
reality that the disciples had already been granted
authority to cast out such forms of evil (Mark 3.15;
6.7) and they already had practice doing so (Mark
6.12-13). Jesus’ frustration boils over in a statement
of exasperation, one in which he seems to indicate that
his disciples are not unlike other people. They are
people who have little faith; that is, they do not appear
to be able to orient their lives around God.
Jesus invites the man to bring his son and seeing his
condition expresses compassion by inquiring as to
the nature and duration of the affliction. Having
experienced the failing attempts of the disciples,
the man expresses guarded hope that Jesus might
be able to help, but he openly acknowledges doubt
brought about by the failure of the disciples. Jesus
replies that anything is possible for a person who
has faith, a person oriented around God. While the
man understands Jesus to be calling for an increase
of faith on his part, most likely, Jesus is comparing
himself against the disciples. Unlike his disciples, he is
completely oriented around God. This kind of person,
Jesus, can bring the fullness of God to situations like
this and accomplish what needs to be done.
When the crowd gathers, Jesus heals the young man
and gives him to his father. Understandably, the
nine disciples are baffled and concerned. Why could
they not do what Jesus was able to do? Jesus replies
that the kind of affliction they encountered required
prayer to be overcome. With this statement concerning
prayer, Jesus is not referring to praying over a person
in order to rescue them from affliction. Rather, he
seems to be referring to an ongoing activity of prayer
which somehow is related to faith in God. This practice

of prayer which encourages one’s relationship with
God prepares the believer to encounter and overcome
affliction because as they approach the issue they bring
God with them to the issue.

Real life with Blake:
Prayer is important. On the journey of faith, the practice
of prayer is an important part of taking up the life of
Christ. Jesus lived a life marked by prayer. He prayed
before he made big decisions (Luke 6.12). He prayed
for the needs of his friends (John 17). He prayed for
comfort and protection (Matthew 26.36-46). Prayer
seemed to be part of the pattern of Jesus’ daily life (Luke
4.42). However, even if we put the life of Jesus aside
for a moment, prayer remains important, and not just
for people of faith. Prayer is the most common spiritual
practice in America, something practiced by believers and
non-believers alike. It is almost as if people are innately
drawn to prayer, drawn to reach out and connect with the
divine in a close and intimate way. Within the Evangelical
faith tradition, prayer is the most used spiritual practice.
Over 96% of Evangelicals pray at least once a week,
with the majority praying daily. However, prayer can
be one of the most misunderstood and uncomfortable of
practices.
I don’t know about you, but one of the most
uncomfortable of questions is those which involve prayer
requests. I have never really known how to respond to,
“What can I pray about for you?” Honestly, I don’t
have a list ready for such moments and my attempts to
generate a list on the spot leaves me wondering whether
the items on my list are worthy of prayer. Does God
really care about _______? Typically, I meet this
question with an awkward silence and then fumble over
some words which probably don’t make sense. I have been
on the other end of that silence enough to know I am
not the only one who struggles with the question. Ever
heard the question asked in a group? The silence can be
deafening. Needless to say, we struggle with the content
of our prayers, but this isn’t the end of our struggle with
prayer. We wrestle with how to pray.
I can’t tell you how many times I have finished praying
and thought, “Was that good enough? Did I say it the
right way?” I can know the need. I can know my desire.
I can’t figure out the best way to say it. Is there even a
best way? I pray every day as do most of you, but just
because I pray doesn’t mean I am comfortable with it.

I want to be comfortable. Paul’s exhortation to pray
without ceasing seems to imply some level of comfort
which I have not yet found (1 Thessalonians 5.17). So,
how do I/we become more comfortable with prayer? For
me, I have to return to the basics, to start over with an
understanding of prayer. You see, when I am honest, I
have always been taught I should pray. However, no one
ever taught me how to pray or even what constituted real
prayer. I think much of my discomfort with prayer hinges
on an awareness that I don’t fully grasp what I am doing.
For me, understanding starts with the “Why” of
something. Why should I do it? Tell me that and I will
try to grapple with what I am to be doing. So, why
should I pray? As I read Scripture and experience a life of
faith, I am coming to understand that prayer is necessary
because it is prayer which empowers me to do the work of
God. Prayer=power. Well. . .not exactly like that but
prayer connects me with power because prayer connects
me to God. Prayer moves God to the center of my life and
with God at the center, all of his power is at the center
of my life. His power is a power I do not have on my own
but one which I need if I am to do the work of God in this
world. So, I pray, not because God needs me to pray, but
because I need me to pray. I need God at my center.

Real life with You:
is important. Almost everyone grasps this,
believer and non-believer alike. We seem bent to reaching
out to the divine in a close and intimate way. Wanting
to pray and praying is not the issue. The issue is feeling
comfortable doing it. Ever sat in a gathering of believers
and heard someone inquire about prayer requests? Or,
let’s one up that one. Ever sat in a gathering of believers
and heard someone ask for volunteers to pray? The
silence can be deafening. Finally, some brave soul will
stammer a few halting words, some in an effort to speak
with God but mostly in an effort to end the terror of
being held hostage until someone prays. . .out loud.
While we may pray, it is apparent we struggle being
comfortable with it. Why is this? I think that much of
the issue comes because it is assumed that prayer is so
important that we all know how to do it. Yes. We get the
important part, but that doesn’t mean we know how to
do it. We need to do some work, some foundation work if
we are ever to feel comfortable praying. So, where do we
start? We need to start with why? It is the question of
every toddler and believer seeking to understand prayer.

It is one of the most foundational of questions. So, why
pray? We pray because prayer empowers the people of
God to do the work of God. Without prayer, the people
of God cannot do the gospel-oriented work they are
called to do, a point we might need to remember when we
think of the last time we saw the Church make a gospelimpact on society. The kind of prayer which brings power
to the life of the believer is prayer which brings God
to the life of the believer. This is really the essence of
faith, a life with God at the center. A life with God at
the center is a life with all of the power of God at the
center. Prayer brings God to the center of our lives. It
brings God into our lives in an intimate way, not just
into a situation but into the ongoing rhythms of everyday
life. What might it look like to pray in this way? Perhaps
praying this way involves rethinking what we are to seek
in prayer. What if you spent time each day this week in
prayer—maybe 5 minutes to start—not asking for
things but asking for God, for God to be at the center?
What might it look like to tell God you want him, and to
ask him to guide you into praying more in this vein and to
guide you into an ongoing experience of him? You might
talk with a spiritual friend about other forms this might
take, but we encourage you to start praying for presence,
the presence of God at the center.

Prayer
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