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Mark 9:14-29 

Pentecost 18B (Proper 20B) 

September 23, 2018 

“Strings Attached” 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

I was in Chesapeake Beach a couple weekends ago for a festival and I kept seeing these large 

very colorful objects periodically floating above the beach houses and the bay.  They would rise 

up into my view and then dip down so I couldn’t see them … rise up and dip down.  Turns out 

they were a sort of kite, tethered to a person on a skim board and pulled into the sky by the 

breeze.  The person could control the kite to pull himself along the water.  The key was a rope 

that tied the kite to the person controlling it.  Strings attached to kites are good ideas …  

… But, typically with deals and agreements, I’m not a fan of “strings attached.”  I like “no 

strings attached.”  But sometimes “strings” are necessary … they keep me accountable and 

focused on the deal I’ve made.  However, living with “strings attached” can make us feel tied 

down … tethered in ways that can be uncomfortable or unpleasant for our worldly minds. 

Last week, we heard Jesus tell His disciples, (Mark 9:29) “This kind (of evil spirit) cannot be 

driven out by anything but prayer.”  This week we hear more words about prayer, this time from 

St. James.  He says, (James 4:2b-3) “You do not have, because you do not ask.  You ask and do 

not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.”  Doesn’t He tell us that He 

hears and answers our prayers?  Doesn’t God want us to be happy and content?  Why doesn’t He 

give us everything we ask for?  James gets the heart of the matter in his letter to the church. 

I read a poem about a kite written by John Newton, the author of “Amazing Grace.”  “Once 

upon a time a paper kite was mounted to a wondrous height, where, giddy with its elevation, it 

thus expressed self-admiration: ‘See how the crowds of gazing people admire my flight above the 

steeple; how would they wonder if they knew all that a kite like me can do!’” 
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While tied to its master’s string, the kite did amazing things … loops and dips, twists and 

turns while viewing the ground from an unbelievable vantage point … at the master’s command.  

But the kite dreamed of freedom from its master’s string.  It desired to fly on its own, untethered. 

This imagery of a kite is a good visual for our situation.  James tells us we’re in conflict.  On 

the one hand, we are saints … children of God, bound to Him by His love for us.  But, on the 

other hand, we’re also sinners … sons and daughters of Adam, straining against the ties that 

bind us to God’s love because of the world around us.  We hear God’s Word … we hear the 

world’s response.  We know God desires of us … His pleasure.  We see the pleasure of the 

world too.  At some point, the world looks good to our sinful nature.  We think, “It would be so 

nice to be comfortable and content here in the world we live in.”  We begin to get that wandering 

eye … we begin to check out the other gods around us … 

James tells us we become spiritually adulterous people.  Like Israel, described in the Book of 

Hosea (Hosea 3:1), “And the LORD said to (Hosea), ‘Go again, love a woman who is loved by 

another man and is an adulteress, even as the LORD loves the children of Israel, though they turn 

to other gods.’” Both the church in James’ day, and the church today, you and I, have this 

problem.  We’re in fact children of God … saints, brides of Christ dwelling in His church.  But, 

we’re also sinners … brides who are constantly drawn away from our groom, Jesus Christ, 

toward other gods.  But, James writes that, (James 4:5 (Own Translation)) “The Spirit, which He 

causes to dwell in us, desires jealously.” 

The poem continues, “Were I but free, I’d take a flight, and pierce the clouds beyond their 

sight; but, ah! like a poor prisoner bound, my string confines me near the ground.  I’d brave the 

eagle’s towering wing, might I but fly without a string.” 

This war between God’s pleasure and our own definition of pleasure can be seen in the image 

of this kite … warring between its own pleasure and the pleasure of the master who guides and 
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directs it through the string tying the two together.  Too often these worldly pleasures seem 

okay to us.  They are things that make us feel happy, satisfied, complete.  The things include 

more and better things … material goods, exciting friends and experiences.  Worldly pleasures 

can include power and influence in the world … the security and idolization from those around 

us who make us feel important.  This “friendship with the world” feels good and right to our 

inner sinner.  But James tells us, (James 4:4) “Do you not know that friendship with the world is 

enmity with God? Therefore, whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy 

of God.”  The problem identified here is not worldly friends and having possessions and 

influence!  These can be, in fact, when acquired and used in accord with God’s will, good gifts 

from God.  They become problems though, when they begin to control our lives … when they 

manipulate the thoughts in our hearts and the actions of our hands.  When they become the 

master we’re tied to and controlled through … we begin to cut the string connecting us to God 

our Father and His guiding and direction.  We begin to pull away from God. 

The kite “It tugged and pulled, while thus it spoke, to break the string – at last it broke.  

Deprived at once of all its stay, in vain it tried to soar away: Unable its own weight to bear, 

It fluttered downward through the air. Unable its own course to guide, the wind soon plunged it 

to the tide. Ah, foolish kite, you had no wing: How could you fly without a string?” 

In our gospel, the disciples have pulled away from Jesus.  For the second time Jesus says He 

will be betrayed … killed … and will rise.  The disciples don’t want to hear about the suffering 

He must endure.  Instead, still tied to the world and its controlling thoughts of power and 

grandeur, they focus on the words He’s said about His reign and kingdom.  They begin to argue 

about who’s the most powerful … the greatest.   

Jesus, pulling the string binding them to Himself, guides them back, explaining true greatness 

in His kingdom … (Mark 9:35) “If anyone would be first, he must be last of all and servant of 
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all.”  Most of the disciples grabbed onto the line Jesus sent out … but Judas, he cut the cord.  

Judas drifted away, falling into the darkness of worldly pleasure.  He fulfilled Jesus’ prophecy … 

betraying Jesus into the hands of men … allowing Him to be crucified.  Jesus suffered death on 

the cross to loosen our bondage to sin and death.  Then He rose from the dead.  In rising to new 

life, He defeated death’s power over us and freed us from our captivity to sin. 

Because of Jesus’ work on the cross for us, we are no longer tied to Satan and his lies.  

(James 4:6) “(Our Father) gives more grace. Therefore it says, ‘God opposes the proud 

but gives grace to the humble.’” In faith, we cling to the lifeline of God’s grace, found in His 

Word, which binds us to Him.  We humbly submit to our master’s direction as He guides and 

leads us. 

Perhaps you’ve heard of “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.”  In verses 6 through 

10, James provides a similar list I’ll call “The Seven Habits of Holy Humble People.”  Through 

these habits, we remain freely tethered to our Father and His will as He guides and directs us in 

our lives.  He carefully lets out the sting, enabling us to soar higher and higher, gaining the 

unique perspective that’s only possible when we’re fastened firmly the God and His Word. 

First, we submit to God in all things.  He is the one, true God.  We let Him steer our course, 

set our limits by His Word and promise.   

Second, armed with His Word, as we heard a couple of weeks ago in Ephesians (Ephesians 

6:10-11) “Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might.  Put on the whole armor of 

God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil.”  We can resist the devil.  

And, when we do, he and his worldly temptations will flee from us. 

Third, we come near to God, as we’ve done this morning … knowing His love and promises 

for us.  In faith, we repent and confess those times we’ve tried to cut the strings binding us to 

Him to follow the ways of the world. 
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Fourth and fifth, then He draws near to us, forgiving our sins completely.  He cleanses our 

hands to be His hands wherever He places us in His creation.  He purifies our hearts, enabling us 

to begin to think as He thinks.  Our entire life, from Sunday to Saturday, is bound up in His will. 

Sixth, because our hearts and hands are secured to our Father, we also begin to see and hear 

as He sees and hears.  Our eyes and ears are opened.  Like Jesus, mourning for Jerusalem in the 

days before His crucifixion, we grieve the rampant sin in the world.  We mourn for all who are 

dying in their ignorance of God’s gospel promises … separated for eternity from Him and us.  At 

this point, our prayers begin to align with our Father’s pleasures … we ask and we receive! 

Seventh, humbling ourselves before the Lord, He will lift us up into His presence … into the 

heavenly heights where we will, one day, have the most incredible view imaginable.  This 

perspective is only possible because of our Father’s infinite grace and mercy, given to each of us 

in our baptisms through faith in His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  In that day, strings attached, 

God will pull us into His eternal presence, joined with Him and our fellow saints in eternity. 

Borrowing words from John Newton, I pray, “O Lord, we see how much this kite resembles 

us!  Forgetful that by thee we stand, impatient of Your ruling hand.  How often we’ve wished to 

break the lines your wisdom for our life assigns?  How often we’ve indulged a vain desire for 

something more or something higher?  And but for Your grace and love divine, a dreadful fall 

would’ve been ours.  Thank You for Your Word which tethers us to You.  Help us to remain tied 

to You that we may ask for what pleases You … knowing You will give it.  We ask this in Jesus’ 

name, who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Spirit, as one God, now and forever.  Amen.” 

James Kent 


