
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by 

design to have a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal 

discipleship through intentional and systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a 

church planting church; and a Grace-based fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace 

characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 

 

Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 
the congregation. 
 
They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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Date:  May 24, 2009 
Title:  Understanding Biblical Greatness   
Text:  Mark 9:33-50 (Gospel Parallels – Misc.) 
Theme: Biblical greatness is evaluated by how one treats their brothers and sisters 

in Christ. 
 
Introduction:  
“This passage marks a mile-stone.  Jesus had now left the North Country where he was 
safe and was taking the first step towards Jerusalem and to the Cross which awaited 
him there.  For once he did not want the crowds around him.”1  The next two 
paragraphs (9:30-37 and 9:38-50) tell of one idea.  We will consider them together.   
 
“Mark has collected together, and edited, sayings from completely different contexts.  
[If this is true, then] we should assume that he has something in mind as an overall 
theme.”2   
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 

• Prayer, Faith, and Ministry - An Obstinate Demon Cast Out (Mark 9:14-29).  

• Biblical greatness and the body of Christ (Mark 9:33-50). 
o Biblical greatness is evaluated by how one treats their brothers and sisters 

in Christ. 

• Teaching concerning Divorce (10:1–12)  

• Teaching concerning Children (10:13–16)  
 
Its Eternal Value:  
To follow Christ is to have peace in your heart toward one another so that others would 
find Him attractive. 
 
The Problem: 
We are always looking to be first.  
 
The Storyline: 
God’s mission is to bring peace on earth.  When that peace does not exist among His 
people, then hell is present. 
 
Questions: 

1. Why do you think Jesus did not what anyone to know about His 
whereabouts? 

2. Why do you think the disciples still did not get it? 
3. Why do you think they were afraid to ask Him what He meant? 
4. Notice the similarity between verses 16 and 33. 
5. What does the silence tell you about the discussion by the disciples? 
6. The narrative does not say the disciples responded to the question.  What 

does verse 35 possibly suggest to us? 
7. How is biblical greatness assessed? 
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8. How does our Lord illustrate biblical greatness? 
9. Did the disciples “understand” what Jesus meant in His 

illustration/explanation?  How do you know this? 
10. How do our Lord’s thoughts in verses 39, 40 fit with Matthew 7:21-23? 
11. How might this verse help us as a local church fellowship assess other 

ministries that might not look like us? 
12. What might this tell us as to how we treat the larger body of Christ?  Perhaps 

we are not as alone as we might think. 
13. What are verses 41 and following in relation to the initial thought in the 

previous verses?  Are they connected or separate ideas? 
14. Verses 41-48 are in parallel.  This means they are saying the same thing.  

What are they saying? 
15. Verse 50 ties everything in between to verses 39 and 40.  How might we 

become unsalty?  Base your answer on the context.   
16. Verses 41-48 are telling us how we are to treat the body of Christ.  Perhaps 

our attitude toward the body of Christ has been severely deficient? 
17. Why is the language so severe (vv. 44, 46, 48) as to the judgment against those 

who ill-treat the body of Christ?  Might it be what the body represents? 
18. Is it possible to say one loves the Lord, if they do not love His church? 
19. How might we take corrective actions toward reconciling the fellowship of 

His people, and what might this look like on a local church level?  
20. Does the Bible ever speak in a cultural or historical vacuum?  Does it speak in 

a moral or religious vacuum?  How does His answer correspond to the 
Hebrew Scripture? 

21. Why do you think Mark dropped this passage in his narrative? 
22. How does this passage relate to the overall flow of Mark’s story? 
23. What part does this paragraph have to the storyline of the Bible? 

 
The Holy Spirit is calling to us from this passage to consider three ideas. 
To Know: The Holy Spirit desires for us to know that it is Christ who unifies His 
people.  
To Choose: The Holy Spirit desires for us to choose Christ above all other theological 
and personal idiosyncrasies.   
To Feel: The Holy Spirit desires for us to feel the joy of living at peace within the 
community of faith. 
 
Outline: 
 

I. The content of His material (vv. 30-32) 
 
Jesus is discussing with His disciples His impending death.  This is what is on His 
mind.  This is God’s agenda.  This is the story God wrote.  This little narrative brings up 
three questions: 1) Why do you think Jesus did not want anyone to know about His 
whereabouts?  2) Why do you think the disciples still did not get it?  3) Why do you 
think they were afraid to ask Him what He meant? 



 

 

3 

 
Jesus wanted to use this time for specific and direct instruction to His immediate 
disciples.  He was preparing them for what was inevitable and imminent.  The disciples 
still did not get His instruction as seen in the following dialogue.  They were afraid to 
ask for clarification simply because Jesus assumed they would understand what He was 
saying. 
 

II. The contrasting discussion (vv. 33-34). 
 
His disciples were discussing who would be the greatest in the coming kingdom.  This 
is what is on their mind.  This is man’s agenda.  This is the story they are hoping to 
write.  Again notice the contrast between His impending death by unspeakable 
humiliation and their quest for personal glory.  The disparity could not be more glaring.  
The stupidity of the discussion is evident when asked as to the content of their 
discussion (v. 34).   
 
Does the cross have any impact on where we live?  When the cross is properly 
understood, such talk as to personal greatness is empty and downright sinful.  If you 
find yourself jockeying for position in the kingdom of God, then you do not understand 
the cross. 
 
Remember Mark 8:34-38? 
 

34 “And He summoned the crowd with His disciples, and said to them, ‘If anyone 
wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow 
Me. 35 For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 
My sake and the gospel's will save it. 36 For what does it profit a man to gain the 
whole world, and forfeit his soul? 37 For what will a man give in exchange for his 
soul? 38 For whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful 
generation, the Son of Man will also be ashamed of him when He comes in the glory 
of His Father with the holy angels’ “ (Mark 8:34-38). 

 
Let us be reminded what the cross does to those who die on it. 
 

A. The cross and self-preservation (v. 35). 
B. The cross and personal possessions (vv. 36, 37). 
C. The cross and social popularity (v. 38). 

 
The cross acts without compromise.  It does not permit your dreams and aspirations to 
co-exist with its design or intended purpose.  All of these “things” must bow before 
God when one is saved from self and its horrible consequence of eternal separation. 
 
Jesus knew what they were talking about and He knew what He was addressing.  
“There is something heart-breaking in the thought of Jesus going towards a Cross and 
his disciples arguing about who would be greatest.”3  If I may use human language to 
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describe the thoughts of God, let me simply say how disappointed Jesus is in the 
slowness in which the disciples get it.  We (I am) are no different.  Think right now 
about those things that separate you from your wife or from another brother or sister in 
Christ.  Part of your pain might be because you still want to be great and you have 
never embraced the truth that you have died to self-preservation, personal possession, 
and social popularity.  You talk about your rights as a spouse, as a congregant, as an 
employee, as a citizen and all of this must be dropped into the caldron of the cross.  
Without wishing to diminish the strength of this by over qualifying, let us remember 
that the cross “kills” all of our posturing for self glory and gratification.  Whatever this 
might look like for each of us we must all wrestle with in our souls. 
 
Notice how Jesus addresses this issue with His disciples.  “In their heart of hearts they 
knew they were wrong.  When he asked them what they had been arguing about they 
had nothing to say.  It was the silence of shame.  They had no defense.”4   
 

III. The clarifying illustrations (vv. 35ff) 
 
What follows is our Lord’s answer to the misguided understanding of His disciples and 
the sin that it represents. 
 

A. The principle (v. 35). 
 
“If anyone wants to be first, he shall be last of all and servant of all.”  “The is a complete 
reversal of worldly values.”5   
 

B. The picture (vv. 36). 
 

1. The picture of the child (vv. 36, 37). 
 
Without waiting for a response, Jesus uses a child as a visual aid to teach a simple truth.  
True greatness comes through servitude.  Notice the picture our Lord provides to 
illustrate His point.  What is the point?  How do we receive children?  When you love a 
child there is nothing received for loving apart from being loved.  In loving a child, 
there is nothing to be gained by way of power, promotion, popularity, prestige, or 
possessions.  You love the child because of who you are and who they are; nothing 
more and nothing less.  “The child is typical of the person who needs things, and it is 
the society of the person who needs things that we must seek.”6  The ones who are truly 
great receive others without malice or motive.  Most who receive children are not 
wondering if the child has an agenda or what they want out of the relationship.  
Although we are to be wise and discerning, biblical greatness is marked by a reach of 
kindness and grace. 
 

2. The picture of biblical community (vv. 38-40). 
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“The exorcist had been driving out demons in Jesus’ name.  What irked the disciples 
was that, though he was not one of them, he was being successful at it!  What made 
things even worse was that they doubtless remembered their own failure to exorcise the 
demon from the epileptic (cf. 9:14-18).”7   
 
Often we think we have exclusive rights to Christ, Mission, and Kingdom.  This speaks 
to our Christian intolerance whereby we believe we are right to the exclusion of all who 
differ with us but who in sincerity of heart love Christ and pursue Him above all else. 
Remember the larger context for this statement.  Our Lord is moving toward the cross.  
Sides have been drawn up.  The religious establishment and political authorities are out 
for blood; they wish Him dead.  Here an individual openly identifies with Jesus even 
though he is not a part of the twelve.  He is met with resistance by the twelve and Jesus 
calls them to remember that “he who is not against us is for us.” 
 
“John’s attitude (which of course fits with the approach in the previous paragraph, in 
which the disciples were arguing about who would be the greatest) is a symptom of a 
disease that afflicts the church to this day.”8   
 
In kingdom work, pride is a real threat.  It is present in their earlier discussion, and it is 
present when they challenge the one who is casting out demons.  It is of interest to see 
how pride is portrayed throughout the Bible.  Let us consider just a handful of passages. 
 

“and not a new convert, so that he will not become conceited and fall into the 
condemnation incurred by the devil” (1 Tim. 3:6). 
 
“Through insolence (i.e., pride) comes nothing but strife, But wisdom is with 
those who receive counsel” (Prov. 13:10). 
 
3 “If anyone advocates a different doctrine and does not agree with sound words, 
those of our Lord Jesus Christ, and with the doctrine conforming to godliness, 4 

he is conceited and understands nothing; but he has a morbid interest in 
controversial questions and disputes about words, out of which arise envy, strife, 
abusive language, evil suspicions, 5 and constant friction between men of 
depraved mind and deprived of the truth, who suppose that godliness is a means 
of gain” (1 Tim. 6:3-5). 
 
“Pride goes before destruction, And a haughty spirit before stumbling” (Prov. 
16:18). 
 
“A man's pride will bring him low, But a humble spirit will obtain honor” (Prov. 
29:23). 
 

I am intentionally leaving much of my application for you to wrestle with outside of 
this study.  You need to ask God to show you where you have violated the picture Jesus 
gives us in Mark 9:38-40.  For us to negate what I just said would be to go against what 
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appears to be a very clear statement of our Lord, “For he who is not against us is for 
us.” 
 
Remember, Jesus thinks of those who openly oppose Him and seek His demise.  He 
continues the imagery into the next paragraph or thought.  Christ-like greatness does 
not build walls to block, but bridges to cross.   
 

“He drew a circle that shut me out – 
Rebel, heretic, thing to flout. 

But love and I had the wit to win – 
We drew a circle that took him in.” 

 
Christ-like greatness is open-handed, not closed-fisted.  Christ-like greatness embraces 
diversity and celebrates what is held in common.  He picks up the child imagery in 
verse 42.  When we set ourselves against the “body of Christ” we are setting ourselves 
against Christ.  To reject the people of God (i.e., the Church) is to reject the person of 
God.  The outcome of such action is “to have a heavy millstone hung around his neck, 
he had been cast into the sea” and to go “into unquenchable fire, where their worm 
does not die, and the fire is not quenched” (vv. 42, 44, 46, 48).  I recognize the hardness 
of this saying.  In that context, to set your self against Christ and His disciples was to be 
unsaved.  In our context, our attitude toward “the church” suffers significantly.   But we 
would do well to keep this passage in mind when we set ourselves against Christ and 
His church.  It is the same kind of language used by Jesus when rebuking Peter earlier 
with “get behind me, Satan” (8:33). 
 
Jesus said in John 13:34 and 35 that love is to be our most notable feature and primary 
means of evangelism.  If by our present actions we are keeping people from coming, 
then the consequences to us will be formidable. 
 
“This probably gives us the right focus for the sayings about cutting off hands and feet, 
and plucking out eyes.  The immediate meaning seems to be that John and the others 
had better watch out in case their desire for honour when Jesus becomes king prevents 
them in fact from being his disciples at all.  Anything that gets in the way must go.”9   
 
“The man the disciples condemn has welcomed others as a servant and therefore has 
welcomed Jesus and the Father, whereas the implication of Jesus’ warning in verse 42 is 
that the disciples, by their denial of the man’s Christ-centered hospitality, are playing 
the devil’s role and are in danger of preventing him from serving in Jesus’ name.  This 
is ironic, for the disciples are in danger of perishing, like a person thrown into the sea 
with a weight.”10   
 
“This verse (9:42) concludes the thought in verses 35-41 and sets the stage for verses 43-
50).  These strong words warn disciples about the danger of letting themselves be led 
astray.  Jesus reinforced the demands of discipleship in hyperboles.”11   
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IV. The concluding charge (vv. 41-50). 
 
I believe we struggle with verses 41-50 because there is such weight to the imagery.  Yet 
in the context of this passage I believe we have the meaning.  The conclusion reveals the 
intent of the instruction.  If we are at war with Christ (“be at peace with one another”) 
and refuse to align ourselves with Him, then we have lost our saltiness and are in 
danger of going to hell (i.e., Gehenna).   
 
“The end of the chapter brings us back to the squabbling disciples (suggesting that, for 
Mark at least, the rest of the passage is about them as well).”12  “If they are to be 
followers of the prince of peace they must learn to live at peace within themselves.”13   
 
Verse 49 assures the reader that all unity will be tested.  Unity comes with a price.  Jesus 
created it through the gospel, and the Holy Spirit maintains it.  This unity is good, but if 
the unity becomes strained or divided, how will unity be restored?  First, be at peace 
with yourself, and then be at peace with one another. 
 
The means of restoring unity are noted in verses 43-48.  Unity is so important that 
sometimes you have to separate to restore.   The greater good must always be sought 
over private or individual convenience.   
 
Both “have salt” and “be at peace” are present imperatives.  “In essence Jesus said, ‘Be 
loyal to Me and then you will be able to maintain peace with one another instead of 
arguing about status.”14   
 
The disciples were at war with each other.  They were determined to be on top when 
the dust settled.  Oh how this must have smote the heart of God.  His Son is about to 
offer Himself up as the ultimate sacrifice for sin and His people are arguing about who 
would be the greatest.  When this is our attitude, we have already lost.   
 
Who would be the greatest among them?  Christ-like greatness is determined by how 
one serves their fellow man and encourages them toward God.  This is the consistent 
theme throughout Mark’s account.  It is clearly stated in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son 
of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.”  
This idea (9:35) is going to reappear in 10:31 and 10:44. 
 

“But many who are first will be last, and the last, first” (Mark 10:31). 
 
“and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all” (Mark 10:44). 

 
The idea of cutting off hands and feet and plucking out eyes speak to the intensity and 
fierceness as to how we address those areas that divide the body.  A divided fellowship 
individually and corporately is to have “a hell, an unquenchable fire, where THEIR 
WORM DOES NOT DIE, AND THE FIRE IS NOT QUENCHED.” 
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There is great pain and sorrow of heart when division must take place to protect the 
unity of the body.   
 
Shepherding the Sheep (What’s the NEXT STEP?) 
 
1. Are you Christ-centered or are you self-centered?  Do you bring everything to the 

cross? 
2. Has your pride kept you from reconciling with a brother or sister in Christ?  Does 

it matter who is right?   
3. If you have any outstanding animosity toward a church or ministry or individual, 

then I call you to settle the matter. 
4. Seek unity, even if it means doing the hard thing. 
5. What is keeping you from confession, repentance, and restoration?  Do it now 

without delay. 
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