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Scripture Mark 9:38-50 

38 John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we tried to 

stop him, because he was not following us.” 39 But Jesus said, “Do not stop him; for no one who 

does   a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. 40 Whoever is 

not against us is for us. 41 For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because 

you bear the name of Christ   will by no means lose the reward. 

42 “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would 

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

sea.  43 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.   45 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.  47 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,  48 where their 

worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched. 

49 “For everyone will be salted with fire. 50 Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can 

you season it?  Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another.” 

Following…Who? 

I continue to find it amazing that we have four Gospel’s that are really one story, the story we 

understand as the “Good News.”   Four authors, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John who retell this 

one story through God’s inspiration and the world they lived in.  It was and is the Truth that lives 

into every time.   

It may be helpful to the listening heart to know that Mark’s gospel is the first of the four written 

to that early movement of followers that we now call the Church.  The story of Jesus’ life, death, 

and resurrection is retold in Mark some years later   during a time of persecution that led into the 
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Jewish-Roman war. A war that would destroy Jerusalem and the Temple- the place that 

connected these people to their identity as the people of God.      

And these early followers cling to this faith that assures them - that in the face of any hardship,    

God’s promise for new life is found in The Way of Jesus.  But they also struggle with the need to 

circle in and preserve their group, their particular way, because they are surrounded by possible 

danger and too much is unknown.    Does this sound at all familiar to our own times? 

We may not experience what those early followers did, but when we wonder why they seem 

obtuse, egotistical…or simply confused at best we should give them grace, for I guarantee there 

are times when we struggle with the same things - and yet God’s grace surrounds us.   

Once again, it is not only helpful but important to get a feel for what has been happening - where 

Jesus and the disciples have been leading up to this moment in our lesson.  What Jesus has done 

and said, and what the disciples have done and said.                                                                                                                                                  

Those first disciples, as fishermen, hear and respond to Jesus’ invitation to follow him and 

become fishers for people.   He meets them where they are, in the middle of the lives they are 

living.  And there is something so compelling about Jesus, that they respond wholeheartedly to 

the words “follow me.”  

And now - they have had some time with him, learning, listening, and witnessing so many things     

that affirm their hope and reasons for following him. He has encouraged them, telling parables of 

what the Kingdom of God is like. And when they don’t clearly understand these things, he 

reminds them that there will be understanding - like a lamp in dark place, a lamp that will bring 

things to light.    

Jesus has sent these twelve disciples out, two by two   to the surrounding villages …and they 

have called the people to turn to God.  And as Mark’s gospel tells us, they have healed and cast 

out many demons. At this point we might see this as a great success for them- to work and do as 

Jesus has done.  But the author of Mark also tells us of a young boy they are not able to heal    

and so Jesus steps in speaking of prayer, and the boy is healed.     And while continue to follow 

him, they are witness to so much more.  

Yet when Jesus tries to tell them about his pending death - as well as the resurrection to come, 

they cannot yet understand    and start arguing amongst themselves asking Jesus which of them is 

the greatest. After all they have had some success on the healing and demon casting out front. 

You should know that just before our lesson, Jesus has tried to explain that this is where they 

have it all wrong.   It is not about who does the greatest things, it is not about success as they 

know it.     And Jesus - picking up a little child, points beyond himself saying, “Whoever 

welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me - welcomes not 

me but the one who sent me.”  
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And as we heard, John goes directly from that moment to wanting to squash the competition it 

seems with a, “hey, someone else is casting out demons in your name, but don’t worry we tried 

to stop him because he’s not following us.”  

This probably made good sense to those first hearing Mark’s gospel as they too struggled as 

believers persecuted by outside forces.  Needing to draw some kind of lines between them and 

us.  Worried by the threat of destruction for their way of life.  

When the disciple John questions what another is doing in Jesus’ name, the problem for him isn’t 

the good the other is attempting to accomplish in his name.     No, the problem is “he is not 

following us.”     And Jesus’ reply asks, “But don’t you see that God can also be working in and 

through them? 

And this is where the lesson about stumbling blocks comes in.   For what is true for those 

disciples then can be true for us now.  We can get caught up in our ego’s …wanting to be 

worthy, holding on to the right to be the ones followed.  Fearful that not enough are following 

US.  Looking to another person, church, or organization that seems more successful than we are.                                               

Jesus gives a very different idea of what that looks like.     Care and prayer must be given to this 

as we remember even Jesus pointed away from himself when he said, “whoever welcomes me 

welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

In Mark’s gospel the disciples seem to be their own stumbling blocks. They commit themselves 

to Jesus, but then they also get caught up in misunderstandings and strained egos. The disciple’s 

need to question who is the greatest. Their concern that they are not being followed (or perhaps 

looked up to as an example) IS a stumbling block for themselves and others.                                           

Have you ever experienced just a little anxiety or jealousy when others seem to be thriving,    

accomplishing goals, looking as if success comes easily?  These disciples have tasted a bit of this    

having taken part in healing some but accused of failure for another. And then they see someone 

who is not even a part of their group   healing in Jesus’ name! 

But where is the loving, healing, merciful Jesus we love?  Here he speaks of drastic 

consequences for stumbling blocks put in the way of others.  Such as hanging a large stone 

around our neck, cutting off parts of ourselves; an eye, a hand, or foot.    Listen carefully though.    

Jesus isn’t threatening or condemning.  To emphasize the importance of his point, four times he 

says, “it is better for you…”    to have something like this happen than to cause another to 

stumble.  He makes it clear this is also for our own wellbeing.                                                                      

It is better to let loose of things we think we need…to give over a part of ourselves than to lose 

each other.     Like salt we are created to help preserve each other when troubled, to be at peace 

with one another. It may be simple gestures – the way in which giving or receiving a cup of 

water can become something holy, can become something that makes us more whole. 

When we are stumbling blocks to another, we are missing part of who we are. When we follow 

God’s way rather than our own, we open ourselves and others to God’s mercy. To the way that 

will clear away stumbling blocks and fill the way with hope.   
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It can never be God’s will that anyone’s path of faith should be filled with stumbling stones.     

And Jesus does in these verses “call out” his followers to look closely at who and what they care 

about, who and what motivates them.   

I read an example someone had given from a marriage counseling session that resonated with the 

scripture reading this morning.  It caught my attention in terms of any relationship and 

particularly our relationship as the Church – as people of faith – as followers - with and to 

others.  You heard it as the Call to Meditation: 

“What would it look like for each of you    to help the other person succeed? Instead of calling 

out each other’s faults…instead of making an already hard road even harder…what if you 

cleared paths for each other.”   

Yes, it is true that actions can speak loudly, as can words.   How we live our faith matters! 

Kindness matters, looking beyond our own needs matters.  Children raise us up, the vulnerable 

open our hearts and give us purpose.  So yes, seeing the importance of “little ones” matters. 

Welcoming - even when it is hard matters.  But don’t forget, apathy matters too, prejudice 

matters too, self-righteousness matters too. What stumbling blocks are in front of us?  Jesus 

seems pretty adamant that this should matter to us. 

From the beginning of this Gospel as well as what is found in Matthew, Luke, and John – Jesus 

invites people in saying, “follow me.” And the purpose he gives is always to invite or encourage 

others to come alongside…to follow.   

But this doesn’t mean it will always be easy, and this has never been hidden from us. To follow 

in the way of Jesus can be hard, it can be costly when we hang on too tightly to our own 

stumbling blocks.  

 Following in the way of God can be hard - for we will not always understand what God is doing 

when we encounter our own stumbling blocks.  When a relationship seems too broken to 

continue, or addiction is stronger than you are, when shame or pride hides the truth from your 

heart, when resentment of another person - or way clouds your thinking. When we wonder why 

they seem obtuse, egotistical…or simply confused at best.   

We can remove stumbling blocks when we remember God’s grace to us and offer that to others.  

Following God’s way can be hard…and that is why we need each other, here together, but also 

outside these walls.  

To be followers means we will have some growing pains, but that is exactly what we hope for 

isn’t it? We will be hearing and learning more about the 75 and beyond process we have begun 

together, a process that is purposed to work toward just this point.  It is not about what we like or 

dislike, it is not about wondering if some other person, church or way is more successful 

(whatever that means?)  This process is about talking, thinking and praying toward how we as a 

church follow, how we as a church point toward God.  How we as a church are being formed and 

molded in God’s way. We need God,  and we need each other, so let’s follow together. 

Amen. 
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