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Mark 9:38-50 

Choosing the hard path 

 

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

If you've ever thought that being a Christian, being a disciple of Jesus Christ, can just be 

one small facet of your life, then today's gospel reading should be a wake-up call. This 

passage has some of the harshest words of Jesus recorded by any of the four gospel 

writers. Being a disciple of Jesus sounds like very serious business indeed. 

It starts with John having a whinge because another believer was freeing people from 

demonic oppression but wasn't part of their group. This is one of only two occasions 

that Mark records John saying anything, and both times John addresses Jesus as 

'teacher' and then promptly demonstrates that he has not followed Jesus' teaching at 

all. Maybe he should have taken Proverbs 17:28 to heart, "Even fools are thought wise 

when they keep silent; with their mouths shut, they seem intelligent" (NLT). Maybe 

some of us should take that advice more often as well. 

There's no point complaining about what someone else is doing wrong if we don't 

clearly know what the right thing is ourselves. Jesus is more concerned that we would 

follow his call to discipleship and take up our cross, than to tell someone else they are 

carrying their cross wrongly. It's silly to complain about someone not being on your 

team when it's not your team in the first place. 

Like last week's gospel reading, it seems the disciples have quickly forgotten the 

transfiguration of Jesus and his many teachings and miracles that showed him to be the 

Messiah sent by God. It seems they've already forgotten their subsequent 

embarrassment over arguing about who was the greatest. And so, they cop an extreme 

sermon from Jesus that should surely get the message through to them. 

Going back to the little child that was used as an example in earlier verses, Jesus shows 

that the powerless are the most important in the kingdom of heaven. To cause a little 

one to fall away, to turn from Jesus, earns you the harshest of all rebukes: "it would be 

better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown 

into the sea." If that's not enough to wake us up to the realities of God's kingdom, then 

Jesus follows up with three suggestions of bodily harm. 

If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life 

maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. And 

if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life lame 

than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to 

stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye 

than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell. 
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As confronting as these words are, what Jesus says is technically true. If it's a choice 

between life on earth without a hand followed by eternal life with Jesus or life on earth 

with both hands followed by eternal damnation, then surely you would choose the first 

option. But so often we choose the convenient and comfortable options for this life and 

don't take up the call of Jesus for self-sacrifice. Of course, our real situations and choices 

are not so extreme, but the point Jesus makes still stands. The call to follow him is all-

encompassing. The call to follow him requires commitment in everything you do, not 

just the occasional good deed. 

Jesus wants you in his kingdom. He died on the cross to make it possible in the first 

place. And he doesn't want you throwing it away, or causing someone else to throw it 

away. He's concerned about those young in the faith who can more easily be led astray 

by false teachings. He's concerned about those distracted by the things of this world 

who will eventually lose sight of their true life with him. He knows that if you reject his 

sacrifice for your sin, the consequences are devastating. And the phrase about the 

worm never dying and fire never being quenched actually comes from the prophet 

Isaiah. Just before Isaiah talks about what happens to God's enemies, this is what he 

says: 

As the new heavens and the new earth that I make will endure before me," 

declares the Lord, "so will your name and descendants endure. From one New 

Moon to another and from one Sabbath to another, all mankind will come and 

bow down before me," says the Lord (Isaiah 6:22-23, NIV). 

The point of all these harsh and extreme words from Jesus is to focus us back on the 

hope that is ours because we belong to him. Sitting behind the stark warnings is the call 

to God's people to praise him for eternity. And this eternal praise will only be possible 

because Jesus will bring about the final judgment where everything evil and unrighteous 

will be separated from God's eternal glory. It's not what we need to focus on in our lives, 

but we also shouldn't forget it. We have a hope and a future because the powers of evil 

will receive their final judgment. We have a hope and a future because the sin in us will 

no longer have any power after our death and resurrection. 

We are called to live in this hope. We are called to be the salt of the world and not lose 

our saltiness. If we, as the people of God and followers of Jesus, lose our purpose to 

honour and worship the Lord and serve one another, we are like salt that has lost its 

intended purpose and is only good to be destroyed. "Salt is good; but if salt has lost its 

saltiness, how can you season it?", Jesus says. This is the call to live out our identity as 

citizens of the kingdom of heaven, as children of God, as disciples of Jesus, as followers 

of the one who laid down his life for us. 
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However you want to describe it, we are God's people and so we should be living as 

God's people. And that means looking out for others, caring for our neighbour in need, 

and paying particular attention to those young in the faith. Like the apostles, we're 

bound to get this wrong at times. We don't always choose the right thing. We don't 

even always know what the right thing is. 

We do always need to be listening to Jesus, learning from Jesus, being shown again and 

again what it means to be a disciple. When he has harsh words to say, we can be 

thankful for the reminder that this is about people's eternal futures. And all the time, 

we can indeed praise God that we do get to live in his kingdom, that Jesus loves us 

enough to die for us, and that we have forgiveness and life in his name. Amen. 

The peace of God, which passes all human understanding, keep your hearts and minds 

safe in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


