JESUS TEACHES HIS DISCIPLES

Mark 9:33-10:16

Key Verse: 10:15

“He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not

hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.’”


According to 9:30-32, Jesus and his disciples were about to pass through Galilee on their way to Jerusalem. As they went, Jesus was teaching his disciples. The summary of his teaching is repeated several times by the author between 8:31 and 10:52, including 9:31: “The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into the hands of men. They will kill him, and after three days he will rise.” Jesus was teaching them the gospel of his suffering, death and resurrection. From 9:33-10:16, there are many specific teachings that Jesus gives to his disciples. Sometimes they seem only loosely related. But if we remember the overall point of Jesus’ teaching as Mark relates it to us—the gospel—then we may understand each individual teaching as a microcosm of this gospel, and together we can see the entire passage as the multi-faceted exposition of that same gospel.

I.  Whoever welcomes Jesus (9:33-37)

Verse 31 says, “They came to Capernaum. When he was in the house, he asked them, ‘What were you arguing about on the road?’” Here Jesus asked his disciples a question that, according to the following verses, he already knew the answer to. He had heard their argument behind them as they went along. But he didn’t interrupt their arguing immediately and put an end to it. Evidently he let the argument run its full course, and only asked the disciples about it later. Jesus didn’t react immediately, but he never just forgot about it either. He used this as one more occasion to teach the gospel to his disciples. 

How did the disciples respond to Jesus’ now unexpected question? Verse 34 says, “But they kept quiet because on the way they had argued about who was the greatest.” Jesus’ question struck a nerve with them. They either couldn’t or wouldn’t answer Jesus, because his question exposed something they didn’t want exposed. Their response here is interesting, for while they were arguing about who was the greatest, they evidently did so without embarrassment, loud enough for Jesus to hear, and perhaps even loud enough for onlookers to here. Jesus bore their arguing behind him. Their silence here shows that they knew, at least in retrospect, that the argument wasn’t right, and wouldn’t please Jesus. We also learn from their argument that even among the Twelve there were divisions that crept in. At this point the disciples would just as soon not deal with it, but just forget it. But Jesus didn’t pass it by. Jesus exposed anything that came between him and his disciples. There would be no lasting peace between disciples if the seed of pride was allowed to exist among them in their hearts, even if it was quiet at the moment. So Jesus opened it up. He had borne their argument before, but now, at the right time, he would shine the light of God’s truth in their hearts.

What did Jesus do with his disciples who refused to answer him? (35) Verse 35 says, “Sitting down, Jesus called the Twelve and said, ‘If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.’” Jesus had to deal with the issue of division among his disciples. But he didn’t rebuke them harshly. When they refused to bring the issue up even when he asked them, he didn’t rebuke them harshly then either. Each one who argued did so because they wanted to be first. What happens when the gospel meets a person who wants to be first, even over those who have received a similar calling? The gospel is uncompromising. That person who wants to be first must be the very last and the servant of all. He must be like Jesus, the example of the servant of all, who gave his life as a ransom for many (10:45), though he was the first, and the Son of God. The same gospel that is so uncompromising also reveals the undeniable beauty of Jesus, even as it most certainly condemns sin, even the sin which resides in us. Still we see Jesus, who lived as a servant of all, and we who are subject to the temptation to be proud and to be first every minute, can only see that Jesus must be the first, and we who are like that only desire to be like him when we are met by the gospel. These same disciples would be made new by the gospel, the gospel that exposed their sinful pride, but at the same time exposed the unique and compelling beauty of the Lord Jesus. “If anyone wants to be first, he must be the very last, and the servant of all.”

What did Jesus do next? He took a little child and had him stand among them. Taking him in his arms, he said to them, “Whoever welcomes one of these little children in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me does not welcome me but the one who sent me.”  (36-37) We can think of this scene as an audio visual example of the truth of being last and a servant of all. Jesus is not teaching his disciples to become pre-school teachers. He is teaching his own to welcome God’s children. In light of the previous passage, the truth of welcoming others may be in bearing their pride, their desire to be first, their sin, in order to meet them with the gospel of Jesus, with the hope that the gospel will defeat the power of sin in them and make them new as God’s own children. That is welcoming others in Jesus’ name, welcoming Jesus and the one who sent him, in the matter of these little children.

What will happen when we welcome others as the very last and the servant of all? What will happen when we welcome others in Jesus’ name, that is, in the truth of the gospel? Jesus is the best example. He came to serve; that meant becoming a ransom for many. When he came not as the Son of God, but as the Son of Man, he was rejected, betrayed and killed. In order to meet these Twelve with the gospel, Jesus suffered such rejection. He was the very last, the crucified. He is also the Risen. This same Jesus, by his coming and dying, became the source of life for his disciples and for the world. He is our hope in welcoming others as the very last and the servant of all. It is not a false sense of humility that compels us, but the beauty we see in Jesus himself, the hope to be created newly in each practice of welcoming others, to welcome the spiritual truth of death and resurrection in the matter of welcoming even one child. May God create 120 among us who practice welcoming Jesus like this.

II.  Have salt in yourselves (9:38-10:12)

When John heard Jesus’ teaching, he approached Jesus with an issue. “Teacher,” said John, “we saw a man driving out demons in your name and we told him to stop, because he was not one of us.” What could it have meant to be “one of us?” Probably John was referring to either the Twelve, or at most to those around them who followed regularly as Jesus’ disciples. To John the man who was driving out demons, even if it was in Jesus’ name, was an outsider. He was not “one of us.” Who can blame John for this attitude? He was one of those who left everything to follow Jesus, to the point where he personally had left his father in their fishing boat, in other words, suddenly quit the family business, quite possibly his inheritance, and followed Jesus as a matter of life in every way. Should we not differentiate between those who give their lives for Jesus and his gospel and those who are part-time followers? Or should we just sanction everyone who does anything in Jesus’ name? John’s question is reasonable.

Then what did Jesus say in reply? Look at verses 39-41. “‘Do not stop him,’ Jesus said. ‘No one who does a miracle in my name can in the next moment say anything bad about me, for whoever is not against us is for us. I tell you the truth, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ will certainly not lose his reward.’” Jesus saw things differently here. He saw that apart from the Twelve and the disciples around them, there was a person who was doing miracles in his name. The work of God to drive out demons was proceeding in this man and from this man, a man who Jesus had not met personally. But Jesus recognized the one who was doing the miracle of driving out demons in the name of Jesus as being “for us.” To answer John’s question, the question of “us” and “them”, the “us” in this case is not the circle of believers he belonged to, but those who belonged to Christ. Jesus said the man was “for us” when he saw the power of God that he exhibited in driving out demons now going out to this man. He did not mean that the man was one of the Twelve, but that he belonged to Christ. This also shines a light on John’s comment and what it means, “one of us.” If the “us” in this case means the Twelve, then Jesus becomes not the Christ we belong to, but even he becomes merely “one of us.” In a sense, we treat him as our own, as if he is one of us, or belongs to us. We may include or exclude others into this group, or at times even Jesus himself. But Jesus’ truth is that we belong to Christ. Look at verse 41 again. “I tell you the truth, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ will certainly not lose his reward.” According to the teaching in this section, we belong to Christ by his coming, his rejection, his death and his resurrection. He made us to belong to him, and the “us” we belong to is Christ. Those who compensate one who belongs to Christ with even a cup of water, are viewed by Christ as those deserving of a heavenly reward.

These two stories raise a question. How could Jesus’ close followers, the Twelve even, be argumentative with each other, or so protective and exclusive with “outsiders?” From verse 42, Jesus began teaching about the truth of sin. “And if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around his neck.” This verse is the reverse of 41, in which we see a person who recognizes the truth of belonging to Christ by offering even a cup of water. Such a small gift means a heavenly reward. But if someone tempts a believer to sin, one of Christ’s little ones who belong to him, it is an incomparably terrible thing. Jesus’ words here shine a holy light on the comment John had made. John’s comment in verse 38 reveals how even Jesus’ disciples must be on guard against the power of sin, which can come in and cause division among the Twelve, which can tempt even one of the Twelve to hinder the work of God, the work of doing miracles and driving out demons in Jesus’ name. Sin is so devious, so deceitful, that when John thought he was doing right and good, he was in danger of causing one of Christ’s own to sin and hindering the work of God. He was in danger of making Christ belong to him. He was in a sense inviting sin into the holy place without even recognizing it. Sin is deceptive. But Jesus exposes the reality and seriousness of sin in these verses.

First, to enter the kingdom of God. (43-48) In these verses, Jesus teaches his disciples about sin. “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into hell, where the fire never goes out. And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than to have two feet and be thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell, where ‘their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.’” Obviously Jesus teaches us a different approach to sin here, one that treats sin and its consequences with absolute seriousness. Why is sin such a serious issue? In light of the gospel, sin is what causes men to trade eternal life in the kingdom of God for a hand or a foot or an eye. Sin is what creates an irreconcilable chasm between men and life, between men and God. At the same time, sin is what nobody treats with Jesus’ sense of urgency. Even if we consider sin a negative thing, it is because it gives our hands and feet and eyes a problem in this world, not because it has eternal consequences. Beyond this however, we can think about it from Jesus’ point of view. Jesus saw each one as his precious children, those who belong to Christ. If there is eternal life, that is what God created his children to inherit. If there is a kingdom of God, it is because God wants to spend all eternity with his own. Sin is abhorrent, because sin comes between God and his own. Sin makes God grieve. Sin separates God from his own, who he created to enter the kingdom of God. God is holy. He cannot dwell where sin is present. Sin certainly must be judged for all eternity, that God’s holiness may be preserved and he may dwell in holiness forever. In Jesus, who alone took the matter of sin as of holy consequence, we see one who dealt with the matter of sin on behalf of his own, at the same time, with God’s holy vision, who bridges death and life, hell and the kingdom of God, the irreconcilable chasm, so that those who belong to him may be reconciled to God and his kingdom.

Second, salted with fire. (49) Verse 49 says, “Everyone will be salted with fire.” What could it mean to be salted with fire? In the Old Testament salt was a part of the offering. Leviticus 2:13 says, “Season all your grain offerings with salt. Do not leave the salt of the covenant of your God out of your grain offerings; add salt to all your offerings.” The holy God accepted the offerings of his covenant people, although they were infected with sin. In the same way, Jesus would make his own acceptable to holy God, that they may be offerings acceptable to God. First he would be offered on their behalf, as a sin offering, in order to make them acceptable offerings. Later they would be salted with fire. They would be purified in the fire of suffering and persecution as his own, who belong to Christ. Jesus was helping his own, who were always subject to the power of sin and temptation to sin, that they may see his eternal purification in the matter of their future trials, that they may have the assurance of life in their sufferings because of Jesus’ word, “Everyone will be salted with fire.”

Third, how can you make it salty again? (50) Verse 50 says, “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with each other.” The truth of salt is that it is good, but once it loses its saltiness, it can’t be made salty again. But Jesus’ people are different. Although they are dead in sin, Jesus would salt them with fire. He would make them salty again, a new creation, with life and acceptable to God. Jesus took these disciples—who argued with each other even as they followed him, who would confidently stop someone from driving out demons in Jesus’ name, who never understood what he meant and were afraid to ask him about it—and created them as God’s acceptable ones by his coming. He commanded these disciples to have salt in themselves, that is to obey his truth of their being acceptable to God by his coming, even if it is impossible to be made salty again. He commanded them to be at peace with each other, to recognize what Jesus’ made them, as those who had been brought from death to life, who belong to Christ, God’s holy children. Jesus asked the question, “How can you make it salty again?” From this perspective, his command to these Twelve, “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with each other,” is no less than the command, “Let there be life.” It is the testimony of the new creation of God’s people, holy and pleasing to God because of Jesus.

Where did Jesus go next? Jesus went to the region of Judea across the Jordan as he headed toward Jerusalem. There he would again teach crowds of people who came to him. And again, there also came to him some Pharisees with a different motive, wanting to test him. In this case, Mark doesn’t emphasize the fact that Jesus was tested, or successfully maneuvered their attempts to trap him. In this instance, Mark placed the passage amid the general teaching of Jesus who was going to Jerusalem and his death, and directly after Jesus’ teaching about sin. Let’s look at what Jesus was teaching his disciples here.

Verse 2 says, “Some Pharisees came and tested him by asking, ‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’” How was their question a test? It was in the sense that they intended to oppose Jesus no matter how he answered it. So how did Jesus reply? “What did Moses command you?” he replied. Jesus asked them a question. He wasn’t trapped by their intent. Instead he would help them. He referred to Moses, for they knew the law of Moses. Then how did the Pharisees respond? They said, “Moses permitted a man to write a certificate of divorce and send her away.” (4) They quoted the law of Moses very well, for this is indeed found in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. Then is God condoning divorce? Is he soft on sin? Can we use the word of God to justify “send[ing] her away,” or whatever other dubious practice we have in mind? Jesus took this opportunity to glorify God the creator to those who would test him. Look at verses 5-9. “It was because your hearts were hard that Moses wrote you this law,” Jesus replied. “But at the beginning of creation God ‘made them male and female.’  ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.” Jesus reveals the truth of those God called as those whose hearts were hard. In light of the previous passage, where sin had gotten in and perverted God’s holy creation. The law was given by the holy God to his people, who were not holy in themselves, whose hearts were hard, and whose motives from the time God called them out of Egypt were not holy. Jesus reveals God who was with his people there. This is God who created the heavens and the earth, who created men and women, who created marriage, each as a holy thing. He joined the man and woman to himself and to each other. The bond of marriage is like the bond between God and his creation: a holy thing. What happened when sin came in and hardened men’s hearts? Marriage to a woman became an optional thing. Being wedded to God became similarly optional. Man separated themselves from holy God. The divorce between man and woman from this perspective meant that sin had entered and corrupted God’s holy creation.

Later the disciples of Jesus asked him about this privately. Verse 10 says, “When they were in the house again, the disciples asked Jesus about this.” While they were not so bold so as to approach Jesus publicly about this, they at least began to seek to know his mind who said these amazing things. Though they didn’t understand, they were not afraid to ask him about it, as they had been in the past. (9:32) How did Jesus answer them? He answered, “Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against her. And if she divorces her husband and marries another man, she commits adultery.” (11-12) The Pharisees, who knew the law better than anyone, had called divorce a “permissible” thing in verse 4. But Jesus shines the light of God’s truth on it. Where there is divorce there is sin. In this case, the sin of adultery crept in and made the man or woman to divorce. In this respect divorce is a violation of Moses’ law in the ten commandments, “Do not commit adultery,” and in this respect it is more than just a sin against each other, it is sin against God. When we think of those called in the time of Moses, they were God’s own, his covenant people, but sin was in there. When we think of the Pharisees, they knew the word of God better than anyone at the time, but sin was in there as well. When we think of the Twelve, they lived with Jesus every day, but sin was in there. We can learn one facet of Jesus’ teaching to his disciples in these chapters in this way. He came to expose the truth of sin which made men to reject God. He bore the rejection on himself, so that men would not be separated from God. He obeyed God’s holy command, “What God has joined together, let man not separate,” and by his obedience, he fulfilled God’s will and joined us to himself in life. Thank God for Jesus, who not only reveals holy God to us in the matter of sin, but shows us how he obeyed the truth of God’s holiness. How uniquely wonderful he is.

III.  The kingdom of God belongs to such as these (13-16)

How did the disciples respond when people brought their little children to receive Jesus’ blessing? Verse 13 says, “People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the disciples rebuked them.” How did Jesus respond when he saw this? Verse 14 says, “When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.’” What does it mean that Jesus was indignant? Was he just mad at his disciples? Based on the previous passages, we may assume that Jesus was indignant when he saw anything hindering anyone from coming to him. He saw the truth of sin creeping in. Jesus never failed to confront it, and that is what it means that he was indignant. When Jesus saw the little children, he was reminded of the kingdom of God. He was reminded of the children of God, the children he embraced beginning with these Twelve, who came to him without hindrance when they first heard his words in Galilee, “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.” When Jesus saw the crowds of people coming to him, what did he see? He saw the expansion of the kingdom of God. Jesus opens our eyes to God’s vision for this sinful world. Jesus opens our eyes on what it is to receive the kingdom of God. Look at verse 15. “I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” What is it then to receive the kingdom of God like a little child? Are we supposed to act like children, or be something we are not? In this case the children were brought before Jesus. The parents wanted their children to have Jesus’ blessing, that’s all. They were irresistibly drawn to Jesus when they saw his beauty, each one, whatever it was. The kingdom of God belongs to those who receive Jesus, who dwell in the arms of his forgiveness and receive new life. In the light of his teaching in this section, it is to receive the grace of the forgiveness of our sins, exposed in the light of his word, forgiven in his death, and to live as citizens of the kingdom of God. May God create 120 who can receive his kingdom among us.

