
  

 

  1 

Mark 9:30-50 “Greatness and its Rewards” April 21, 2013 

OT Lesson: Proverbs 11:2; 14:21; 15:33; 16:5, 18; 18:12; 25:14; 29:23; 30:12 Brian M. Sandifer 

Every Christian has been guilty of misunderstanding greatness in God’s kingdom, therefore we all need 

Jesus to teach us what godly greatness and its reward look like, and to hear his warning that hell is the 

reward for pursuing sinful greatness. 

Introduction & Background – The Son of Man is great, but often disciples misunderstand greatness.  

Not much time has passed since Jesus taught his followers the first principle of Christian discipleship 

(self-denial, cross-bearing, and Jesus-following; cf. Lk 9:23), but much has happened since their first 

discipleship lesson.  So what are they talking about now? 

I. Who is the Greatest? (Disciples vs. Jesus) 

A. Disciples: I am the greatest, because… (vv. 30-34) 

1. It is ironic that the disciples may have thought Jesus was preoccupied with his death, when 

the disciples were preoccupied with their own greatness in the kingdom.  If Jesus died, then the 

kingdom they envisioned could not come. 

2. The most recent historical liberation of the Jews during the Maccabean revolt (166-160 BC) 

possibly served as their reference point.  “Who gets to be king after Jesus?”  Unfortunately, the 

disciples still had not learned the first principle of discipleship. 

B. Jesus: The greatest is the last of all and servant of all (vv. 35-37) 

If anyone wants to be great then he must make himself servant of all (cf. Lk 22:24-27)!  Does anyone 

actually live this way?  Yes, God meets his own paradoxical standard of greatness.  Jesus was servant 

of all and made himself last (Jn 13:13-17).  Here he taught his disciples by example, bringing a small 

child into the discussion, loving and embracing him.  By doing so Jesus gently chastised his disciples. 

C. Jesus: The greatest rejoices when “outsiders” glorify Jesus (vv. 38-41) 

Jesus points out the obvious: the man doing mighty works in Jesus’ name is a friend, not a foe.  

Therefore he should be encouraged.  Paul makes this same point (Rom 14:4).  While following Jesus, 

we should focus on our assignment, and not be quick to criticize other believers on the “outside”. 

II. What Will Destroy Godly Greatness? 

A. Causing “little ones” to sin (v. 42) 

Who are the “little ones”?  Primarily: children (v. 36). Secondarily: seemingly insignificant believers 

who lack status (v. 39).  The term “little ones” is one of endearment for children of God—young or 

old (1 Jn 2:1, 28; 3:7, 18; 5:21).  Receiving a little one is contrasted with causing him to sin.  Jesus 

warns that whoever causes a lowly person to sin is in danger of God’s severe judgment. 

B. Committing sin in what you do, where you go, and what you look at (vv. 43-48) 

1. A Hard Saying: this is the art of spiritual self-mutilation.  If you want to be great in the 

kingdom of God, then you will have to deal drastically with your sin.  Remember, hyperbole is 

figurative language that conveys literal truth; it is not an exaggeration you are free to dismiss.  

Cutting off a body part will not root out the sin in the heart (cf. Mt 15:19).  Nevertheless, Jesus 

means we must make drastic life choices to eradicate sin in our lives. 
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2. Sins of the hand (what you do).  Examples of sins committed by the hand include murder, 

adultery, and theft, but also include any sin of omission or commission. 

3. Sins of the foot (where you go).  Examples include going somewhere to commit sin and 

setting your life path toward disobedience (Prov 4:14-19). 

4. Sins of the eye (what you look at or think about).  These include coveting, lust, and by 

derivation all other sins, since the eye is the lamp of the body (Mt 6:22-23). 

III. What are the “Rewards” for Greatness? 

A. Rewards for godly greatness (vv. 37, 41, 49-50)  

1. Fellowship with God (v. 37).  Jesus equates receiving the small child for the sake of serving 

Christ as receiving God.  If disciples humbly care for those of lowly status, in the name of Christ, 

then their reward will be personal fellowship with the Son and the Father.  Amazing! 

2. Secure blessings from God (v. 41).  God notices even small deeds of kindness believers do 

for fellow believers, and God himself rewards these deeds of mercy.  This truth should absolutely 

transform our idea of how we serve God.  To serve those in need by meeting their needs, done for 

love of Christ, is counted as sacrifice offered to God, and which God has promised to reward. 

3. Your life accepted as a sacrifice to God (v. 49).  Jesus is probably saying that the salt and fire 

which come into a believer’s life are evidence of sacrifice (Lev 2:13; Ezek 43:24).  Something 

painful will come into every believer’s life.  But a sacrifice of salt and fire is pleasing to God and 

will have a purifying and preserving effect on the believer (Col 4:6; 1 Pet 4:12-13). 

4. Worldly usefulness to God (v. 50).  If disciples won’t cut off their sin, then they will become 

useless (Mt 5:13; cf. Mt 12:32; Heb 6:4-6; Rev 3:15-17).  Jesus is asking his disciples to be 

“salty”—to stand out in the world to both preserve it and bring the “flavor of the kingdom of 

God” to a fallen world (Job 42:5, 8; Mt 5:13).  There is no better way to be at peace with others 

than to love and serve them. 

B. Rewards for sinful greatness (vv. 43, 45, 47-48) 

Eternal torment and destruction in hell (vv. 43, 45, 47-48).  Jesus’ description of hell is a powerful 

warning for sinners to repent and escape eternal judgment.  The whole Bible teaches, and Jesus 

frequently confirms, that hell is real and is a place where the wicked will be tormented forever.  

Those in hell experience everlasting shame (Dan 12:2).  Their prison shackles remain locked and 

secured tight forever (Jude 6-7).  Their souls will never have rest, day or night (Rev 14:9-11; 20:10), 

and will be destroyed everlastingly (2 Thess 1:9). 

Conclusion – Even if up to this point you’ve tolerated sin and haven’t made many painful breaks with the 

sin you value, Jesus went all the way—for you.  He had no sin, but he became sin for you.  He is that 

which is ultimately valuable, but he was cut off from his family, friends, people, and his Heavenly Father 

and cast away like he was some ugly sin.  He knows the pain of sacrifice because his whole life was a 

sacrifice pleasing to God.  And the Father rewarded him for his sacrifice, for making himself last of all 

and servant of all, and for this he declared Jesus the greatest!  If Jesus is great, then all those in him are 

great in God’s eyes.  So he is calling you to act great, to fulfill your greatness, to make yourself last, to 

serve all, and to deal drastically with sin.  When you learn to look at Jesus, who became sin in your place 

and was cut off for you, you’ll be moved to never settle for average, but instead to hate your sin, to cut it 

out of your life because you love Jesus, and to pursue godly servant greatness in faith, hope, and love.  

Children of God, put your trust in Christ, live in his power to cut off sin, and make yourselves last of all 

and servant of all.  For only then will be you great as you magnify the greatness of Christ. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Mark 9:30 Kavkei/qen evxelqo,ntej pareporeu,onto dia. 
th/j Galilai,aj( kai. ouvk h;qelen i[na tij 
gnoi/\ 

From that place they went out and passed 
through Galilee.  And he did not want 
anyone to know. 

 

Mark 9:31 evdi,dasken ga.r tou.j maqhta.j auvtou/ kai. 
e;legen auvtoi/j o[ti ò uiò.j tou/ avnqrw,pou 
paradi,dotai eivj cei/raj avnqrw,pwn( kai. 
avpoktenou/sin auvto,n( kai. avpoktanqei.j 
meta. trei/j hm̀e,raj avnasth,setaiÅ 

For he was teaching his disciples and 
saying to them, “The Son of Man is going to 
be betrayed into the hands of men, and they 
will kill him, and when he is killed after three 
days he will rise.” 

 

Mark 9:32 oì de. hvgno,oun to. rh̀/ma( kai. evfobou/nto 
auvto.n evperwth/saiÅ 

But they did not understand the saying, and 
were afraid to ask him. 

 

Mark 9:33 Kai. h=lqon eivj Kafarnaou,mÅ Kai. evn th/| 
oivki,a| geno,menoj evphrw,ta auvtou,j\ ti, evn 
th/| od̀w/| dielogi,zesqeÈ 

And they came to Capernaum.  And when 
he was in the house he asked them, “What 
were you all discussing on the way?” 

 

Mark 9:34 oì de. evsiw,pwn\ pro.j avllh,louj ga.r 
diele,cqhsan evn th/| od̀w/| ti,j mei,zwnÅ 

But they were silent, for on the way they had 
discussed with one another who was the 
greatest. 

 

Mark 9:35 kai. kaqi,saj evfw,nhsen tou.j dw,deka kai. 
le,gei auvtoi/j\ ei; tij qe,lei prw/toj ei=nai( 
e;stai pa,ntwn e;scatoj kai. pa,ntwn 
dia,konojÅ 

And sitting down, he called the Twelve and 
said to them, “If someone wants to be first 
he will be last of all and servant of all.” 

 

Mark 9:36 kai. labw.n paidi,on e;sthsen auvto. evn 
me,sw| auvtw/n kai. evnagkalisa,menoj auvto. 
ei=pen auvtoi/j\ 

And taking a small child, he set him in the 
midst of them, and taking him in his arms, 
he said to them, 

Taking him in his arms = Jesus hugged the 
small child. 

Mark 9:37 o]j a'n e]n tw/n toiou,twn paidi,wn de,xhtai 
evpi. tw/| ovno,mati, mou( evme. de,cetai\ kai. o]j 
a'n evme. de,chtai( ouvk evme. de,cetai avlla. 
to.n avpostei,lanta, meÅ 

“Whoever receives one small child like this 
on the basis of my name, receives me.  And 
whoever receives me, does not receive me 
but him who sent me.” 

 

Mark 9:38 :Efh auvtw/| o ̀VIwa,nnhj\ dida,skale( 
ei;dome,n tina evn tw/| ovno,mati, sou 
evkba,llonta daimo,nia kai. evkwlu,omen 

John said to him, “We saw someone casting 
out demons in your name, and we tried to 
hinder him because he was not following 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

auvto,n( o[ti ouvk hvkolou,qei hm̀i/nÅ us.” 

Mark 9:39 o ̀de. VIhsou/j ei=pen\ mh. kwlu,ete auvto,nÅ 
ouvdei.j ga,r evstin o]j poih,sei du,namin 
evpi. tw/| ovno,mati, mou kai. dunh,setai tacu. 
kakologh/sai, me\ 

But Jesus said, “Do not hinder him.  For 
there is no one who will do a miracle in my 
name, and soon after be able to speak evil 
of me. 

 

Mark 9:40 o]j ga.r ouvk e;stin kaqV hm̀w/n( up̀e.r hm̀w/n 
evstinÅ 

For the one who is not against us is for us.  

Mark 9:41 }Oj ga.r a'n poti,sh| um̀a/j poth,rion 
u[datoj evn ovno,mati o[ti Cristou/ evste( 
avmh.n le,gw um̀i/n o[ti ouv mh. avpole,sh| to.n 
misqo.n auvtou/Å 

For whoever might give to you all a cup of 
water to drink because you are in the name 
of Christ, truly I say to you all that his reward 
will not perish. 

 

Mark 9:42 Kai. o]j a'n skandali,sh| e[na tw/n mikrw/n 
tou,twn tw/n pisteuo,ntwn Îeivj evme,Ð( 
kalo,n evstin auvtw/| ma/llon eiv peri,keitai 
mu,loj ovniko.j peri. to.n tra,chlon auvtou/ 
kai. be,blhtai eivj th.n qa,lassanÅ 

And whoever might cause one of these little 
ones who believe in me to stumble, if would 
be better for him if a millstone of a donkey 
were placed around his neck and he were 
thrown into the sea. 

From Metzger’s Textual Commentary on the 
NT apparatus {C}: “The presence of eivj evme, 
is very strongly attested (A B L W Q Y ¦1

 

¦13
 syr

s
 cop

sa
 al). At the same time, 

however, the absence of the words from a 

D and D, as well as the possibility that they 

may have come into the Markan text from 
the Matthean parallel (18.6), casts 
substantial doubt upon their right to a firm 
place in the second Gospel. The Committee 
therefore decided to enclose the phrase 
within square brackets.” 

Mark 9:43 Kai. eva.n skandali,zh| se h ̀cei,r sou( 
avpo,koyon auvth,n\ kalo,n evsti,n se 
kullo.n eivselqei/n eivj th.n zwh.n h' ta.j 
du,o cei/raj e;conta avpelqei/n eivj th.n 
ge,ennan( eivj to. pu/r to. a;sbestonÅ 

And if your hand causes you to sin, cut if off!  
It is better for you to enter into life crippled 
than with two hands to go to hell, into the 
unquenchable fire. 

 

Mark 9:44   Manuscript evidence points to this verse as 
not original, but a scribal insertion. 

Mark 9:45 kai. eva.n o ̀pou,j sou skandali,zh| se( 
avpo,koyon auvto,n\ kalo,n evsti,n se 
eivselqei/n eivj th.n zwh.n cwlo.n h' tou.j 

And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off!  
It is better for you to enter into life lame than 
with two feet to be thrown into hell. 
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Verse Greek Literal Translation Textual Notes 

du,o po,daj e;conta blhqh/nai eivj th.n 
ge,ennanÅ 

Mark 9:46   Manuscript evidence points to this verse as 
not original, but a scribal insertion. 

Mark 9:47 kai. eva.n o ̀ovfqalmo,j sou skandali,zh| se( 
e;kbale auvto,n\ kalo,n se, evstin 
mono,fqalmon eivselqei/n eivj th.n 
basilei,an tou/ qeou/ h' du,o ovfqalmou.j 
e;conta blhqh/nai eivj th.n ge,ennan( 

And if your eye causes you to sin, throw it 
out!  It is better for you to enter into the 
kingdom of God with one eye than to have 
two eyes to be thrown into hell, 

 

Mark 9:48 o[pou ò skw,lhx auvtw/n ouv teleuta/| kai. 
to. pu/r ouv sbe,nnutaiÅ 

where there worm does not die and the fire 
is not quenched. 

 

Mark 9:49 Pa/j ga.r puri. al̀isqh,setaiÅ For everyone will be salted with fire.  

Mark 9:50 kalo.n to. a[laj\ eva.n de. to. a[laj a;nalon 
ge,nhtai( evn ti,ni auvto. avrtu,seteÈ e;cete 
evn eàutoi/j a[la kai. eivrhneu,ete evn 
avllh,loijÅ 

Salt is good, but if the salt has become 
unsalty, how will you all make it salty again?  
Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace 
with one another. 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Mark 9:30-50 (verse summary) 

V30. Jesus and his disciples left the base of the Mount of Transfiguration were passing secretly 

discreetly through Galilee. 

V31. Jesus and his disciples were traveling discreetly because of what Jesus was teaching them, 

namely that the Son of Man will be delivered over to men who will kill him, and after three days 

he will rise. 

V32. Jesus’ disciples did not understand this cryptic saying about the Son of Man, and they were 

afraid to ask Jesus to explain it to them. 

V33. When Jesus and his disciples arrived at Capernaum and entered the house, he asked them 

what they were discussing among themselves while on the journey. 

V34. The disciples were quiet and did not answer Jesus because on the journey they had argued 

with each other about who was the greatest among them. 

V35. Since Jesus knew what his disciples had discussed on the journey, he sat down and called 

the twelve to himself, explaining that if anyone wants to be first of all, then he must be last of all 

and the lowliest servant. 

V36. Jesus decided to illustrate his teaching for the disciples by taking a small child, placing him 

in the midst of the disciples for them to plainly see, and then taking the child up in his arms. 

V37. Jesus taught his disciples that whoever receives such a child in Jesus’ name receives Jesus 

himself, and moreover does not merely receive the child or Jesus, but ultimately receives him 

who sent Jesus. 

V38. John the disciple replied to Jesus that the disciples had seen someone outside their group 

exorcising demons in Jesus’ name, and that the disciples had tried to stop his work because he 

was not following Jesus and the other disciples. 

V39. Jesus instructed John and the disciples to not stop the exorcist since no one who does a 

mighty work in Jesus’ name will be able to soon afterward speak against Jesus. 

V40. Jesus continued to teach his disciples about the exorcist, explaining that the one who is not 

against Jesus and the disciples is actually for them. 

V41. Jesus taught his disciples to believe as truth that someone will never lose his reward if he 

even gives them a cold drink of water because they belong to Christ. 

V42. Jesus taught his disciples conversely that the one who causes to sin a little child who 

believes in Jesus will have a worse fate than if a great millstone were hung around his neck and 

he was cast into the sea. 
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V43. Jesus taught his disciples that if your hand causes your sin, then you better cut it off, 

because it would be better to enter life crippled with only one hand than to enter the 

unquenchable fire of hell as a whole person with two hands. 

V45. Similarly, Jesus taught his disciples that if your foot causes your sin, then you better cut it 

off, because it would be better to enter life lame with only one foot than to be cast into hell as a 

whole person with two feet. 

V47. Similarly, Jesus taught his disciples that if your eye causes your sin, then you better pluck it 

out, because it would be better to enter God’s kingdom with only one eye than to be cast into hell 

as a whole person with two eyes. 

V48. Quoting the prophet Isaiah, Jesus described the hell he mentioned earlier as a place where 

the worm of those who are tormented does not die and the fire of hell is never quenched. 

V49. Jesus explained that everyone will be salted with fire, presumably with the fire of 

purification or the fire of hell. 

V50. Jesus explained that salt is actually good, but only if the salt remains salty, for salt lacking 

saltiness cannot become salty again, therefore Jesus’ disciples ought to have salt in themselves 

and be at peace with each other. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Mark 9:30-50 (full) 

I. The Disciples Misunderstand Greatness (vv. 30-34) 

a. The Son of Man is great (vv. 30-31) 

i. V30. Jesus and his disciples left the base of the Mount of Transfiguration were 

passing secretly discreetly through Galilee. 

ii. V31. Jesus and his disciples were traveling discreetly because of what Jesus 

was teaching them, namely that the Son of Man will be delivered over to men 

who will kill him, and after three days he will rise. 

b. But the disciples don’t understand his greatness (vv. 32-34) 

i. V32. Jesus’ disciples did not understand this cryptic saying about the Son of 

Man, and they were afraid to ask Jesus to explain it to them. 

ii. V33. When Jesus and his disciples arrived at Capernaum and entered the 

house, he asked them what they were discussing among themselves while on 

the journey. 

iii. V34. The disciples were quiet and did not answer Jesus because on the 

journey they had argued with each other about who was the greatest among 

them. 

II. Jesus Explains True Greatness and Its Reward (vv. 35-41) 

a. True greatness is receiving the least important person for Christ’s sake (vv. 35-37) 

i. V35. Since Jesus knew what his disciples had discussed on the journey, he sat 

down and called the twelve to himself, explaining that if anyone wants to be 

first of all, then he must be last of all and the lowliest servant. 

ii. V36. Jesus decided to illustrate his teaching for the disciples by taking a small 

child, placing him in the midst of the disciples for them to plainly see, and 

then taking the child up in his arms. 

iii. V37. Jesus taught his disciples that whoever receives such a child in Jesus’ 

name receives Jesus himself, and moreover does not merely receive the child 

or Jesus, but ultimately receives him who sent Jesus. 

b. True greatness is rejoicing in Christian ministry for which you cannot take credit (vv. 

38-41) 

i. V38. John the disciple replied to Jesus that the disciples had seen someone 

outside their group exorcising demons in Jesus’ name, and that the disciples 
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had tried to stop his work because he was not following Jesus and the other 

disciples. 

ii. V39. Jesus instructed John and the disciples to not stop the exorcist since no 

one who does a mighty work in Jesus’ name will be able to soon afterward 

speak against Jesus. 

iii. V40. Jesus continued to teach his disciples about the exorcist, explaining that 

the one who is not against Jesus and the disciples is actually for them. 

iv. V41. Jesus taught his disciples to believe as truth that someone will never lose 

his reward if he even gives them a cold drink of water because they belong to 

Christ. 

III. Warnings to Heed in Pursuit of Greatness and Reward (vv. 42-50) 

a. Beware causing a little child who believes in Jesus to sin (v. 42) 

• V42. Jesus taught his disciples conversely that the one who causes to sin a 

little child who believes in Jesus will have a worse fate than if a great 

millstone were hung around his neck and he was cast into the sea. 

b. Beware committing sin in what you do, where you go, and what you look at (vv. 43-

47) 

i. V43. Jesus taught his disciples that if your hand causes your sin, then you 

better cut it off, because it would be better to enter life crippled with only one 

hand than to enter the unquenchable fire of hell as a whole person with two 

hands. 

ii. V45. Similarly, Jesus taught his disciples that if your foot causes your sin, 

then you better cut it off, because it would be better to enter life lame with 

only one foot than to be cast into hell as a whole person with two feet. 

iii. V47. Similarly, Jesus taught his disciples that if your eye causes your sin, then 

you better pluck it out, because it would be better to enter God’s kingdom 

with only one eye than to be cast into hell as a whole person with two eyes. 

c. Beware judgment fire instead of purifying fire (vv. 48-50) 

i. V48. Quoting the prophet Isaiah, Jesus described the hell he mentioned earlier 

as a place where the worm of those who are tormented does not die and the 

fire of hell is never quenched. 

ii. V49. Jesus explained that everyone will be salted with fire, presumably with 

the fire of purification or the fire of hell. 
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iii. V50. Jesus explained that salt is actually good, but only if the salt remains 

salty, for salt lacking saltiness cannot become salty again, therefore Jesus’ 

disciples ought to have salt in themselves and be at peace with each other. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Mark 9:30-50 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: Responding to his disciples arguing about which of them was the 

greatest, Jesus explained that greatness and reward in God’s kingdom are completely contrary to 

the world’s values, and then warned that hell is the reward for those who pursue greatness 

through sinful means. 

I. The Disciples Misunderstand Greatness (vv. 30-34) 

a. The Son of Man is great (vv. 30-31) 

b. But the disciples don’t understand his greatness (vv. 32-34) 

II. Jesus Explains True Greatness and Its Reward (vv. 35-41) 

a. True greatness is receiving the least important person for Christ’s sake (vv. 35-37) 

b. True greatness is rejoicing in Christian ministry for which you cannot take credit (vv. 

38-41) 

III. Warnings to Heed in Pursuit of Greatness and Reward (vv. 42-50) 

a. Beware causing a little child who believes in Jesus to sin (v. 42) 

b. Beware committing sin in what you do, where you go, and what you look at (vv. 43-

47) 

c. Beware judgment fire instead of purifying fire (vv. 48-50) 
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5 Theological Outline – Mark 9:30-50 

Theological Proposition: Every Christian has been guilty of misunderstanding greatness in God’s 

kingdom, therefore we all need Jesus to teach us what true greatness looks like, and to hear his 

warning that hell is the reward for those who pursue greatness through sinful means. 

I. Misunderstanding Greatness (vv. 30-34) 

II. True Greatness and Its Reward (vv. 35-50) 

III. Warnings to Heed in Pursuit of Greatness and Reward (vv. 42-50) 
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6 Notes on Mark 9:30-50 

1. This passage makes one think of a pirate (one with a hook for a hand, a peg leg, and an eye 

patch) who happens to be a disciple of Jesus.  Why else would he be without a hand, foot, or 

eye?  For the “Christian pirate,” he has cut off his hand, foot, and eye because they were 

causing him to sin.  ☺ 

2. A selection of proverbs would make a good OT reading to supplement this passage. 

Proverbs 11:2 When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with the humble is wisdom. 

Proverbs 14:21  Whoever despises his neighbor is a sinner, but blessed is he who is generous to the 
poor. 

Proverbs 15:33 The fear of the LORD is instruction in wisdom, and humility comes before honor. 

Proverbs 16:5  Everyone who is arrogant in heart is an abomination to the LORD; be assured, he will 
not go unpunished. 

Proverbs 16:18  Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall. 

Proverbs 18:12 Before destruction a man's heart is haughty, but humility comes before honor. 

Proverbs 25:14  Like clouds and wind without rain is a man who boasts of a gift he does not give. 

Proverbs 29:23  One's pride will bring him low, but he who is lowly in spirit will obtain honor. 

Proverbs 30:12  There are those who are clean in their own eyes but are not washed of their filth. 

3. Vv30-50.  This passage is about the delicate art of spiritual self-mutilation to pursue true 

greatness and reward.  It is about avoiding sin at all costs and putting the interests of others 

before our own.  This is true greatness. 

4. Vv30-31.  At this point, Jesus didn’t want anyone except his disciples to know what he was 

teaching about the Christ suffering, being rejected, killed, and rising again on the third day.  

There is nothing figurative about this saying.  Jesus is speaking quite literally about his 

future.  He is not so much emphasizing the necessity of his destiny (cf. Lk 9:22), but the 

certainty of it.  But it is a saying for the disciples only.  Thus he sought privacy with his 

disciples for this teaching. 

5. V32.  The disciples did not understand this saying.  They still expected the Christ to be a geo-

political and military liberator.  They could not yet comprehend a solitary resurrection, for 

their understanding of the doctrine of resurrection was that it would happen on the last day 

when all God’s people would be raised to new life (the general resurrection; cf. Dan 12:2).  

The meaning was hidden from them.  Perhaps they were afraid to know what it meant 

because they suspected its hidden meaning may reveal disturbing truths about their 

discipleship.  They were even afraid to ask Jesus to clarify what he meant, perhaps also 

fearing his rebuke for not understanding such a simple, straight-forward teaching (cf. Mk 
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8:33).  It is ironic that the disciples may have thought Jesus was morbidly preoccupied with 

his death, when in reality it was the disciples who were preoccupied with the sense of their 

own greatness in the kingdom of God they envisioned.  If Jesus died, then the kingdom as 

they envisioned could not come.  Consequently they preferred not to ask Jesus.  Out of sight, 

out of mind! 

6. Vv33-34.  Nothing really has changed since the beginning of the Christian church in terms of 

a disciple’s character.  Followers of Jesus are still concerned about being the greatest of them 

all.  Discreet yet unbridled ambition for earthly glory—in the eyes of the world or in the eyes 

of the Church—is still a temptation for Jesus’ disciples.  No one will admit it in polite 

company, or to God, because to pursue this kind of greatness is shameful.  And we know it 

when in the presence of Jesus. 

7. V33.  Notice that Jesus frequently taught his disciples in the privacy of a home.  Not every 

lesson was learned on the road (Mk 4:10, 34; 7:17; 9:28; 10:10).  Jesus asked them a 

question, not because he didn’t know what they were discussing on the journey, but to bring 

up the idea of true greatness in God’s kingdom.  It was a teachable moment, and Jesus seized 

the opportunity to instruct his disciples.  How often does God still teach us this way!  He 

waits until the situation in our lives and hearts is right before teaching us a particular truth, or 

to convict us of a particular sin.  God is a God of impeccable timing. 

8. V34.  Who is the greatest disciple?  Peter, the one who confessed Jesus as the Christ?  James 

or John, brothers who were invited to the Mount of Transfiguration?  These disciples had the 

best worldly case for greatness.  And surely their expectations for a triumphant Christ fueled 

their desires for honor, power, and glory.  The most recent historical liberation of the Jews 

during the Maccabean revolt (166-160 BC) possibly served as their reference point of hope.  

“Maybe we’ll be the next dynasty to rule Israel!  Who gets to be the great king?”  

Unfortunately, the disciples still had not learned the first principle of discipleship (self-denial, 

cross-bearing, and following Jesus; cf. Mk 8:34-38).  They were arguing about who was the 

greatest.  Note that Jesus is not abolishing hierarchical authority.  Peter was the spokesman 

for the Twelve disciples.  Peter, and the brothers James and John, formed an inner core of 

disciples.  The Twelve as a whole served as hierarchical leaders and apostles over Jesus’ 

many other disciples.  Hierarchical social status was very important in Jewish society.  Jesus 

was reorienting and reprioritizing this hierarchy.  Those in authority and with “higher” social 

status must use their position to serve those with lower social status, not lord it over them like 

the Gentiles (cf. Mk 10:42-45). 

Application: What does this tell us about ambition?  Is ambition a sin?  Or is there a kind of 

ambition that is expressed selfishly and therefore sinfully?  There is nothing wrong with 

being industrious or ambitious per se.  The sin is in the motive and the goal.  When ambition 

causes us to forego obedience and service, then it becomes sin.  When ambition is motivated 

by gaining personal glory rather than Christ’s glory, then it becomes sin.  How do you know 

that your ambition is sinful or godly?  The only safe ambition is directed toward furthering 

God’s kingdom, not our own.  If your ambition is about pursuing your own advancement for 

your own personal gain, and not about immediately using that gain to serve Christ, then it is 

sin.  Beware of this kind of ambition: “Lord, I will serve you greatly and give you great 

amounts of time and money and service, but first let me achieve greatness so I’ll be able to 
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give greatly.”  Remember, he who is trustworthy with little will be entrusted with much, and 

he who is unfaithful with little will also be unfaithful with much (Lk 16:10; cf. Mt 13:12; Lk 

19:11-27).  God expects you to glorify him in your ambition now, and later when you may 

have even more to give. 

9. Vv35-37.  Jesus taught his disciples that greatness in God’s eyes is exactly the opposite of 

what they normally think is great.  If anyone wants to be great, to be first of all, then he must 

make himself last of all, even servant of all (cf. Lk 22:24-27)!  This sounds pious, but it is 

also shocking.  The God of the universe, the greatest of all, the one who created everything, 

the one who is worthy of all praise and worship, says this is true.  Did Jesus model this 

principle?  Is this reversal of greatness true for God as well?  Or just for his chosen servants, 

lowly creatures that we are?  The answer is that God meets his own paradoxical standard of 

greatness.  Jesus was the servant of all and made himself last of those he came to serve.  He 

gave an object lesson to show he meant it.  He took the time to bring a small child into the 

discussion and loved him.  He embraced him.  Jesus does love the little children, the least 

great of all his disciples!  He spoke of the small child in such a way to give him personal 

attention, worth, and status.  Jesus held forth the small child in such a way to chastise his 

disciples for wanting to be great.  In effect Jesus told them that if you want to be great, then 

serve the children. 

Application: Children should be taught about Jesus.  Children’s ministry is great ministry.  It 

is doing a great work!  And those who serve faithfully, quietly, and lovingly are some of the 

greatest people in the kingdom of God.  They usually get the least attention and are thought 

of the least, but Jesus says serving those who are last makes one great in the kingdom of God. 

Application: Modern society has been lying to women for several generations now.  Women, 

from a very early age you are told by those who appear great in this world that you will 

amount to nothing unless you achieve super-womanhood.  You’ve got to maximize your 

abilities and achieve success in your career, in your relationship with a man, in pursuing your 

passions, talents, dreams, whatever.  And if you want marriage and children, then you should 

never ever let your husband or kids get in your way.  If they hold you back from individual 

success and fulfillment, then you need to gently remind them to learn their place.  Now, I 

don’t mean at all to suggest that women should not pursue careers and strive for excellence 

and success.  God calls different women to different paths.  And I don’t mean to suggest that 

women are somehow less than men, or that we should go back to the days when women had 

fewer opportunities than men.  What I am suggesting is that feminism and the women’s 

liberation movement are telling you a lie about greatness.  You don’t have to be super-woman 

in your career, in your personal life, in your home life, in your spiritual life to achieve 

greatness.  Feminism and women’s lib tell you that greatness is self-actualization.  That’s a 

lie.  Jesus says that greatness is being a servant of all.  Feminism and women’s lib tell you 

that motherhood and being a wife are antiquated callings that will impoverish you and your 

fellow women.  Jesus says motherhood and being a wife, both callings of service, will make 

you great in the kingdom of God.  So if you struggle with the desire to be great, choose 

wisely to whom you listen.  Who really has your happiness, fulfillment, and best interests in 

mind?  By the way, Jesus is obviously not giving fathers a pass on their duties.  Caring for 

little ones is not the sole responsibility and privilege of mothers.  Notice Jesus is speaking to 

the Twelve, every one of whom is a man, and many of them possibly fathers or fathers-to-be. 
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10. V35.  When Jesus sat down to talk to his disciples, he was assuming the accepted position of 

teacher.  It was like he was ascending the pulpit to preach.  When you read that Jesus sat 

down, gathered his disciples, and began to teach them, you better listen carefully.  Jesus is 

about to give you a very important lesson.  This lesson is on leadership and greatness.  Want 

to lead?  Want to be great?  Don’t listen to the world.  Don’t listen to Satan.  Don’t listen to 

your hear.  Listen to Jesus, the greatest of them all (Mk 10:44-45; cf. Lk 22:27; Jn 13:1-15; 

Phil 2:5-8).  Jesus says that if you want to lead, to be great, then you must become servant of 

all.  Make yourself the least of all.  The way to be first is to be last, and the way to be last is 

to be a servant of all.  God values humility, faith, and love.  He calls those who have these 

qualities great.  They are required traits in the kingdom of God (Phil 2:1-11).  The entire 

Bible testifies to this truth (Job 22:29; Prov 29:23; Isa 57:15; Jas 4:6; 1 Pet 5:5).  The Bible 

also teaches much about worldly greatness expressed in self-centeredness and vanity (Pr 

16:18; 2 Chr 32:14, 21; Dan 4:30-33; Acts 12:21-23).  Hendriksen puts it well: true greatness 

consists in this, “that he immerses himself in the needs of others, sympathizes with them and 

helps them in every way possible.”
1
 

Quotation: “If you desire enduring remembrance, do not put your name on buildings; instead, 

erect monuments of virtuous deeds, which will both preserve our name during your present 

life and prepare eternal rest for you in the life to come.  If you desire and long for 

remembrance, this is the true and clearest way: practice virtue, for nothing makes a name so 

immortal as virtue.” ~ John Chrysostom, cited in Everett Ferguson, Inheriting Wisdom, 92. 

11. V36. One who is great in God’s kingdom will not even overlook a little child.  Children are 

usually the kinds of people who are overlooked and marginalized in the world (and even in 

the Church).  In Jesus’ day, children were considered weak and inferior.  Childhood was not 

romanticized as innocent and pure in our day (cf. Whitney Houston’s song “Greatest Love of 

All”).  Jesus, the Great One, receives and cares for little children.  Mark includes a unique 

detail, that Jesus took the child up in his arms.  What a precious example of how Jesus cares 

for little children.  A disciple should willingly take on undignified, lowly, and unnoticed 

tasks, especially those tasks that give care for those who have little status in this world.  The 

example of a small child communicates humble trustfulness. 

Application: Children, if you are old enough to think that this is a sweet deal for you, that 

Jesus is giving you a pass to be first in everything, then you are old enough to be last.  You 

are mature enough that you are beginning to grow up and start being disciples of Jesus for 

yourself.  And that means that Jesus is speaking not just about you, but to you.  You ought to 

follow Jesus by serving others, and by putting others before yourself.  You ought to serve the 

younger children and put their needs before your own.  And you should serve those older 

than you, deferring to them and showing respect.  One way you can show that you love Jesus 

is to be polite and kind to others younger, older, and the same age as you.  For example, the 

next time we have the church fellowship meal, you could show you love Jesus by allowing 

others to get in line before you.  You could even go to the back of the line to be last!  That 
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would show Jesus that you understand that the last shall be first, and those who are great 

must be servant of all. 

12. V37. Amazingly, Jesus equates receiving the small child for the sake of serving Christ as 

receiving Jesus himself, and even as receiving God the Father.  Jesus teaches his disciples by 

example that if they humbly care for those of lowly status (not out of boosting their self-

esteem but out of love for Christ), then they will be rewarded with personal fellowship with 

the Son and the Father.  Amazing!  Jesus, by way of expressing affection for the little child, is 

telling his disciples to forget about rank, pre-eminence, and prominence.  In other words, 

forget about the vainglory of worldly greatness.  Instead, disciples should “concentrate their 

attention on the needs of one, any one, even just one, of such little ones…Now if this is done 

with all the sincerity, warmth, and enthusiasm that can be put into it, it will certainly tend to 

benefit the one on whom this affection is bestowed.  And that is what Jesus wants, for he 

loves the little ones.”
2
  In loving little ones, disciples will become childlike—precious to 

Jesus. 

13. Vv38-41.  Note these verses contrast the success of the exorcist who is not one of the Twelve 

with the failure of the disciples to heal the demon-possessed boy (Mk 9:14-29).  These verses 

anticipate congregational and even denominational competition, especially between 

evangelical groups of Christians. 

Application: In God’s providence does he have everyone serving the kingdom as 

Presbyterians?  As Reformed?  As Baptists?  As Lutherans?  As Pentecostals?  As 

Nondenominationals?  You could even fill in the blank with those denominations that we 

wouldn’t consider “evangelical” in their doctrinal confession, but that have evangelical 

Christians serving God within those churches.  Jesus is telling us that Christians are to follow 

him, and that their first allegiance is to him.  Do you get upset when other Christians are not 

following God according to your faith tradition?  Why?  Is it because they are bringing 

scandal on Christ’s reputation, or they are mishandling God’s Word in such a way that 

crosses into heresy?  These are good reasons to be upset.  But is it because they are having 

more success than your group, or more attention, or more converts, or a bigger building, or 

their ministry seems to be blessed by God more?  These are evil reasons to be upset.  You’re 

now arguing about who is the greatest!  Jesus’ words are for you too.  Conservative 

Presbyterians need to learn the lesson Jesus taught his disciples in verse 40: “For the one who 

is not against us is for us.” 

Illustration: John Frame, a prolific, nuanced, and sometimes controversial Reformed 

theologian, was pressured to modify a statement he once made about other Christian faith 

traditions.  He wrote that, in his life as seminary professor, scholar, theologian, and author, 

that he had “learned much from non-reformed Christians.”  Frame’s critics had a hard time 

stomaching the word “much” in his statement, and pressed him publically to modify his 

statement by removing the word.  They were afraid the word “much” could be construed as 

an admission that Reformed doctrines and confessions are not the greatest compared to other 
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denominations.  In my judgment it was pride that motivated their concerns.  Frame, not 

wanting to fight and die on that particular hill, acquiesced, but everyone got the sense that it 

was a move of charity and not position.  How sad that there are some in our circles that 

cannot admit they can learn “much” doctrine and life from Christians of other denominations. 

14. V38. John’s concern with the Christ follower who was not following the Twelve is similar to 

Joshua’s concern for the prophets who were prophesying and thereby making Moses look 

less special as God’s mouthpiece (Num 11:28).  Perhaps it was misguided love for Jesus that 

stirred John’s attempt to stop the man who was casting out demons in Jesus’ name but not 

following in the band of Jesus’ disciples.  Perhaps his conscience has been pricked by Jesus, 

so John asks Jesus if he did the right thing in attempting to stop the exorcist outsider.  

Perhaps as John and the other disciples were arguing about which disciple was the greatest, 

they were not in a frame of mind to allow those not in communion with them to be anything. 

Application: We are just as prone to response like John did.  Correct theology is important 

but not at the expense of helping people in need.  Correct theology ceases to be correct when 

it is used as an excuse to avoid ministry that we consider “messy”.  What worthy causes do 

you consider too messy to get your hands dirty?  What are some excuses you make to refrain 

from service?  (1) Other people or groups are not affiliated with your church or 

denomination. (2) The project requires you to be involved with people who make you 

uncomfortable, even just a little. (3) Other people don’t do things the way you are used to, 

and you might have to accept that to be involved. (4) Your service won’t receive enough 

recognition for the amount of effort required.  How do you overcome these personal 

obstacles?  Preach the gospel to yourself.  Where would you be if Jesus had the same 

scruples?  But since he scorned the shame of the cross and embraced suffering for us, we are 

enabled through his love to love others in return.  People don’t have to be just like us to 

follow Jesus with us. 

Quotation: “Let us not be more restrictive than was Moses [Num 11:26-29].  Let us not be 

less broadminded than was Paul (Phil 1:14-18).  Let us follow the teaching of Jesus and, 

while maintaining what we ourselves regard as purity of doctrine, let us reach out the hand of 

brotherhood to all those who love the Lord Jesus Christ and build upon the firm foundation 

of his infallible Word.  Doing this, let us pray that we may be instrumental in leading others 

to the way of salvation, to the glory of God (1 Cor 9:19, 22; 10:31, 33).” ~ William 

Hendriksen
3
 

15. V39. Jesus is pointing out the obvious.  The man who is doing mighty works in Jesus’ name 

is a friend, not a foe.  Therefore he should be encourage, not merely tolerated, and certainly 

not hindered.  Jesus told John not to stop the man.  He is working under the authority of Jesus 

(in his name).  “To his own master he stands or falls” (Rom 14:4). 

16. V40. Paul makes this same point (Phil 1:17-18).  Disciples, while following Jesus, ought to 

focus on our assignment (what God has called us to do), and not be quick to criticize the 

actions of other believers who do not belong to our group, congregation, denomination, 
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theological persuasion, etc.  However, Jesus only wants us to extend this level of generous 

acceptance to other believers, not unbelievers (cf. Mt 12:30).  Note that Jesus is not saying 

that if you are indifferent to him (not really against him) then you are actually for him.  

According to Jesus there are only two options: either for or against him.  To be indifferent or 

not with him is to be against him (Mt 12:30).  Once a person is confronted with Jesus and his 

message, neutrality is no longer an option. 

17. V41. Giving a cup of water to drink to a fellow believer because you are brothers in Christ 

(or more accurately, because the person “belongs to Christ”) is a really small thing (Mt 

25:40; cf. Rom 8:9; 14:8; 1 Cor 3:23; 6:19-20, 2 Cor 10:7; Eph 1:14b; 1 Pet 2:9; and 

Heidelberg Catechism 1).  How many of us would notice such a deed?  But God notices even 

the small deeds of kindness believers do for fellow believers, and God himself rewards these 

deeds of mercy.  Think about this.  Giving even a cup of water to a thirsty person for the sake 

of Christ is actually a sacrifice, a love offering to God.  And God accepts it as an offering.  

This is amazing!  This truth should literally transform our idea of how we serve God.  To 

serve those in need by meeting their needs, as long as it is done for love of Christ, is counted 

as a sacrifice offered to God which God has promised to reward.  “Christian” intentions 

without “Christian” action are not a sacrifice to God, and they will not be rewarded. 

Note that a disciple does not have to work miracles to prove his love for Jesus.  Even giving a 

cup of water in Jesus’ name shows the humble heart of a servant.  This is serving Christ, and 

there is no higher task in the world (Mt 25:31-46). 

Illustration: Examples of “wholistic ministry” from Cristo Redentor.  Why are we involved in 

Hispanic ministry in Warrenton, Fauquier County, and more broadly in Northern Virginia?  

Because in our community, the Spanish speakers from Latin American countries who live in 

our midst tend to have the least status.  They are our neighbors whom God has brought to our 

neighborhood.  They are the foreigners and sojourners in our country.  God is very clear to 

Israel that they must remember their oppression in Egypt and therefore not treat their foreign 

neighbor with contempt or neglect.  We are to love them and minister to those whom the 

world would prefer to forget about.  It’s not always the American way, but it is Jesus’ way. 

18. Vv42-48.  Jesus employs some shocking imagery in these verses.  A huge millstone hung 

around your neck and then being tossed into the sea.  Dismembering yourself for fear of sin 

and hell by cutting off your hand, your foot, and gouging out your eye.  Hell as a place where 

for eternity the worm eats your flesh and the fire is never satisfied.  These are gory, 

gruesome, violent, and memorable images.  Jesus intends for us to greatly fear hell.  He 

created it.  He knows what it is like.  He knows we ought to even use drastic measures to 

avoid sin and the torments of hell.  Painful discipline is required of disciples.  Jesus says we 

must pay the price to renounce our sinful habits, whatever the cost.  “Self must be denied, 

that it may not be destroyed.”
4
  Sin must not be pampered, but be put to death immediately 

and decisively (Col 3:5; 1 Cor 9:27).  Treat sin like a fast-spreading malignant cancer, 
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because that is what it is.  Those who refuse to attack their sin and cut it out are headed for 

death—eternal death in hell. 

Some believe these verses concern male sexuality and the temptation to sexually abuse 

children and commit other sexual sins.
5
  This interpretation relies on rabbinic teaching 

regarding sins of the hand (e.g., masturbation), sins of the foot (“foot” being a euphemism for 

the male genitals; cf. Isa 6:2; 7:20; Judg 3:24), and sins of the eye (related to the erotic gaze; 

cf. Mt 5:27-29).  But in the absence of any clear sexual reference in the Markan context, this 

interpretation seems fanciful. 

Application: What is it that Jesus is calling you to “cut off”?  A sin you’ve tolerated for so 

long it’s become a part of your lifestyle?  A hidden sin?  A out-in-the-open “respectable” sin 

(something you’re engaged in that most Christians wink at, but you couldn’t do if Jesus were 

with you)?  A relationship, a habit, even a job that is against God’s will?  A retirement dream 

lifestyle you’ve been working toward for years?  Unrealistic expectations for your spouse or 

children?  Keep your eyes on eternity.  Christ is worth any possible loss. 

19. V42. Who are the “little ones” Jesus refers to?  Primary, the small children from his 

illustration in verse 36, but secondarily those seemingly insignificant believers who lack 

status in verse 39.  The term “little ones” is one of endearment for Christians of any age (1 Jn 

2:1, 28; 3:7, 18; 5:21).  Jesus seems to be addressing the opposite of receiving a small child 

in his name.  The opposite of receiving is to cause to sin.  He warns that whoever causes a 

lowly person (in this example a small child) to sin, to lead him astray, or to seek to destroy 

the faith of such a person, is in danger of God’s severe judgment (cf. 1 Cor 8:12).  The image 

Jesus uses is a large millstone (a donkey-drawn primitive tool used to crush grain) collared 

around a person’s neck and then being thrown into the sea.  How quickly that person will 

sink and drown!  This is a hyperbolic picture of divine judgment, but Jesus doesn’t deceive.  

God will deal severely with anyone who causes a lowly person to sin. 

20. Vv 43, 45, 47.  These are the hard sayings of Jesus in this passage. 

21. V43. Jesus uses hyperbole to address a person who sins using their hand.  The hand probably 

functions as a metonym (a part standing for the whole) in this and the following sayings.  

Examples of sins committed by the hand include murder and theft.  Jesus says that it would 

be better to enter into eternal life as a crippled person without one hand than to enter into hell 

with two hands.  Therefore if your hand causes you to sin and therefore is the flashpoint of 

your eternal destination, better to cut it off!  Remember, Jesus is using hyperbole, since 

cutting off the sinning hand will not root out the sin in the heart (cf. Mt 15:10-20).  

Nevertheless, Jesus means we must be willing to make drastic life choices to eradicate sin in 

our lives.  No sin is worth going to hell for.  It is better to repent, as painful as it may be.  

Remember that Satan promises a fleeting kind of glory now, but the pain comes later.  Jesus 

calls us to suffer now by dealing painfully with our sin, and then we will share in his glory (1 

Pet 5:10). 
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Hell in the Greek is gehenna, which literally means “valley of Hinnom,” translated “valley of 

the sons” (2 Kgs 23:10).  This valley was adjacent to Jerusalem on the southwest side.  In the 

days of Kings Ahaz and Manasseh, Israel’s children were sacrificed in the fire to the god 

Molech (2 Kgs 16:3; 21:6; 2 Chr 28:3; 33:6).  Later, good King Josiah declared the valley to 

be unclean, and the prophet Jeremiah railed against the place (Jer 7:32; 19:6).  In Jesus’ day it 

functioned as the city dump where refuse was burned.  The continual burning of trash just 

outside the city because an apt image for the never-ending terrors and torments of hell. 

Jesus also speaks of entering “life.”  This is surely the eschatological sense of the kingdom of 

God.  What is this life we will forfeit if we tolerate our sin and end up in hell?  The peace of 

God that passes all understanding (Phil 4:7).  The joy unspeakable and full of glory (1 Pet 

1:8).  The light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ (2 Cor 4:6).  The 

love of God poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5).  What a tragedy to 

lose this life! 

22. V44. Likely a scribal insertion of the same words contained in verse 48. 

23. V45.  See comments in verse 43.  The foot probably functions as a metonym for sins 

committed by the foot, which include going somewhere to commit sin and setting your life 

path toward disobedience.  It would be better to enter into eternal life lame than to enter hell 

with two feet.  Therefore cut off that which causes you to sin in order to save your life. 

24. V46. Likely a scribal insertion of the same words contained in verse 48. 

25. V47. See comments in verse 43.  Jesus gives three similar examples to highlight the 

completeness, totality, and seriousness of the matter.  Sin is a severe matter; it will lead you 

straight to hell if not dealt with adequately.  The eye probably functions as a metonym for 

sins committed by the eye, which include coveting, lust, adultery, and by derivation all sins, 

since the eye is the lamp of the body (Mt 6:22-23).  It would be better to enter into eternal 

life blind in one eye than to be literally thrown into hell with two eyes.  Therefore cut off that 

which causes you to sin in order to save your life! 

26. V48. Jesus quotes Isaiah 66:24 in this verse.  Hell (gehenna) is a place of fire that is 

unquenchable.  It is a place of curse, of torment, of death, and of eternal judgment (Rev 

20:10).  The way Jesus describes hell should make us cringe.  The Jews understood this 

saying as describing internal and external pain.  In other words, extensive pain.  The worm is 

a maggot eating rotting, burning flesh.  The description of hell is a powerful warning for 

sinners to repent and escape eternal judgment.  The whole Bible teaches, and Jesus frequently 

confirms, that hell is real and is a place where the wicked will be tormented forever.  Is it 

literally a place of fire and maggots?  I don’t know for sure whether all the imagery is literal 

or figurative, but I do know that it is a place of non-stop torment under the judgment of God.  

The love of God will never be experienced in hell.  Those in hell experience everlasting 

shame (Dan 12:2).  Their prison shackles remain locked and secured tight forever (Jude 6-7).  

Their souls will never have rest, day or night (Rev 14:9-11; 19:3; 20:10), and will be 

destroyed everlastingly (2 Thess 1:9; cf. Mt 25:46). 
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27. V49. This verse is a bit cryptic.  It is not clear what Jesus means.  The introduction of “salt” 

to the passage is difficult to understand.  Furthermore, this statement occurs only in Mark.  

Many interpretations have been proposed.  Probably the best option, rooted in the OT 

sacrificial system, understands Jesus as saying that the salt and fire which come into a 

believer’s life are evidence of sacrifice (cf. Lev 2:13; Ezek 43:24).  The believer’s life is the 

sacrifice to God.  Believers must be willing to give up anything and suffer for Christ’s sake.  

Something painful will come into every believer’s life.  But the sacrifice of salt and fire is 

pleasing to God and will have a purifying effect on the believer (Col 4:6; cf. 1 Cor 3:13).  

The fire will purify, and the salt will preserve the believer through trial that will not destroy 

him. 

28. V50. This saying about salt keeping its saltiness is best understood in the context of how salt 

was processed in Israel.  Most salt came from the Dead Sea.  This salt was not pure, but 

contained impurities, particularly gypsum, which looks like salt but is useless (Ezek 47:11).  

If not processed and purified, the impure salt would taste bad and therefore be useless for 

preserving food, and difficult to dispose.  By analogy, if this condition of discipleship is not 

met (radical eradication of sin for the sake following Jesus wholeheartedly and entering 

eternal life), then the disciples will become useless and worthless (Mt 5:13; cf. Mt 12:32; 

Heb 6:4-6; Rev 3:15-17).  Jesus is asking his disciples to be “salty”—to stand out in the 

world to both preserve it and bring the “flavor of the kingdom of God” to bear upon a fallen 

world (Job 42:5, 8; Ps 119:67; Mal 3:2; Mt 5:13; Jn 16:33; 2 Cor 4:17; 2 Tim 3:12; 1 Pet 

4:12-13).  To be salty means to be the salt of the world, and to speak with words seasoned 

with salt (Mt 5:13).  In the second part of the saying Jesus encourages his disciples to be at 

peace with one another (cf. Rom 14:19; 2 Cor 13:11; 1 Thess 5:13).  How else can we expect 

to be salt in the world and win others to Christ?  Surely this rounds out the occasion for this 

discourse, which is about pursing true greatness in the kingdom of God by become the least 

of all and the servant of all.  There is no better way to be at peace with others than to love and 

serve them.  God’s people must reflect his values as disciples, avoiding rivalry and self-

assertion. 

29. Exhortation during communion (Col 3:5-6, 12, 14-15) 

Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil 

desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.  6 On account of these the wrath of God is 

coming.  12  Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, 

kindness, humility, meekness, and patience,  14 And above all these put on love, which binds 

everything together in perfect harmony.  15 And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to 

which indeed you were called in one body. 
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8 Sermon References 

John 13:13-17  13 You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I 
am.  14 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also 
ought to wash one another's feet.  15 For I have given you an example, that 
you also should do just as I have done to you.  16 Truly, truly, I say to you, a 
servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the 
one who sent him.  17 If you know these things, blessed are you if you do 
them. 

Romans 14:4   4 Who are you to pass judgment on the servant of another? 
It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be upheld, for 
the Lord is able to make him stand. 

Deuteronomy 10:17-20  17 For the LORD your God is God of gods and 
Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who is not 
partial and takes no bribe.  18 He executes justice for the fatherless and the 
widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing.  19 Love the 
sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt.  20 You 
shall fear the LORD your God. You shall serve him and hold fast to him, 
and by his name you shall swear. 

Matthew 15:19   19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, 
adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. 

Matthew 6:22-23   22 "The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is 
healthy, your whole body will be full of light,  23 but if your eye is bad, your 
whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how 
great is the darkness! 

Leviticus 2:13  13 You shall season all your grain offerings with salt. You 
shall not let the salt of the covenant with your God be missing from your 
grain offering; with all your offerings you shall offer salt. 

Colossians 4:6   6 Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with 
salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person. 

 




