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SLOW RELIGION: GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK 
 
Slow Religion: The Gospel According to Mark is a lay person-led adult education 
weekly series for Christians and seekers who want to deepen their spiritual 
understanding and gain life insights from the Gospels. The class studies and 
discusses Mark, possibly the first Gospel, using theological, historical, cultural 
commentaries on the Gospel to spur understanding, reflection and action.  
 
The class is created and led by Joe Jennings and advisors include: the Rev. Zoila 
Schoenbrun, St. Stephens Episcopal Church, Belvedere, CA; the Rev. Br. Richard 
Edward Helmer, Episcopal Church of our Saviour, Mill Valley, CA; Eugene E. 
Lemcio, PhD, Emeritus Professor of New Testament, Seattle Pacific University, 
Episcopal Church of the Ascension, Seattle, and the Rev. Heather Wenrick, 
Episcopal Church of the Ascension, Seattle. 
 
Prior Slow Religion Classes include: St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans (2017-8); the 
Gospel of St. John (2019-20); the Holy Spirit (2020); and the Foundations of 
Christian Faith (2020-21). 

 
 
 

OPENING PRAYER 
 
Proper 281     

Blessed Lord, who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning:  
Grant us so to hear them, read, mark, learn,  
and inwardly digest them,  
that we may embrace and ever hold fast  
the blessed hope of everlasting life,  
which you have given us in our Savior Jesus Christ;  
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,  
one God, for ever and ever. Amen. 

 
  

 
1 Episcopal Book of Common Prayer pp.236 

St. Mark, Giorgio Vasari, 1570-71 
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MARK 92 
 
9 1 And he said to them, “Truly I tell you, there are some standing here who will not taste death until they 
see that the kingdom of God has come with[a] power.” 
 
The Transfiguration 
 
2 Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a high mountain apart, 
by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, 3 and his clothes became dazzling white, such as 
no one[b] on earth could bleach them. 4 And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking 
with Jesus. 5 Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings,[c] 
one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 6 He did not know what to say, for they were terrified. 7 
Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from the cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the 
Beloved;[d] listen to him!” 8 Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them any more, but 
only Jesus. 
 
The Coming of Elijah 
 
9 As they were coming down the mountain, he ordered them to tell no one about what they had seen, 
until after the Son of Man had risen from the dead. 10 So they kept the matter to themselves, questioning 
what this rising from the dead could mean. 11 Then they asked him, “Why do the scribes say that Elijah 
must come first?” 12 He said to them, “Elijah is indeed coming first to restore all things. How then is it 
written about the Son of Man, that he is to go through many sufferings and be treated with contempt? 13 
But I tell you that Elijah has come, and they did to him whatever they pleased, as it is written about him.” 
 
The Healing of a Boy with a Spirit 
 
14 When they came to the disciples, they saw a great crowd around them, and some scribes arguing with 
them. 15 When the whole crowd saw him, they were immediately overcome with awe, and they ran 
forward to greet him. 16 He asked them, “What are you arguing about with them?” 17 Someone from the 
crowd answered him, “Teacher, I brought you my son; he has a spirit that makes him unable to speak; 18 
and whenever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he foams and grinds his teeth and becomes rigid; 
and I asked your disciples to cast it out, but they could not do so.” 19 He answered them, “You faithless 
generation, how much longer must I be among you? How much longer must I put up with you? Bring him 
to me.” 20 And they brought the boy[e] to him. When the spirit saw him, immediately it convulsed the 
boy,[f] and he fell on the ground and rolled about, foaming at the mouth. 21 Jesus[g] asked the father, 
“How long has this been happening to him?” And he said, “From childhood. 22 It has often cast him into 
the fire and into the water, to destroy him; but if you are able to do anything, have pity on us and help us.” 
23 Jesus said to him, “If you are able!—All things can be done for the one who believes.” 24 Immediately 
the father of the child cried out,[h] “I believe; help my unbelief!” 25 When Jesus saw that a crowd came 
running together, he rebuked the unclean spirit, saying to it, “You spirit that keeps this boy from speaking 
and hearing, I command you, come out of him, and never enter him again!” 26 After crying out and 
convulsing him terribly, it came out, and the boy was like a corpse, so that most of them said, “He is 
dead.” 27 But Jesus took him by the hand and lifted him up, and he was able to stand. 28 When he had 
entered the house, his disciples asked him privately, “Why could we not cast it out?” 29 He said to them, 
“This kind can come out only through prayer.”[i] 
 
 
 
 

 
2 All Bible quotations and footnotes are from the New Revised Standard Version at Biblegateway.com New Revised Standard 
Version Bible, copyright © 1989 the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United 
States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 
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Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
 
30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 31 for he 
was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and 
they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 32 But they did not understand what 
he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 
 
Who Is the Greatest? 
 
33 Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you 
arguing about on the way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one another who 
was the greatest. 35 He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants to be first must be 
last of all and servant of all.” 36 Then he took a little child and put it among them; and taking it in his arms, 
he said to them, 37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever 
welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 
 
Another Exorcist 
 
38 John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone[j] 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. 
 
Temptations to Sin 
 
42 “If any of you put a stumbling block before one of these little ones who believe in me,[k] 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,[l] to the unquenchable fire.[m] 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.[n][o] 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,[p] 48 where their worm never dies, and the fire is never 
quenched. 
 
49 “For everyone will be salted with fire.[q] 50 Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how can you 
season it?[r] Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” 
 
Footnotes 
Mark 9:1 Or in 
Mark 9:3 Gk no fuller 
Mark 9:5 Or tents 
Mark 9:7 Or my beloved Son 
Mark 9:20 Gk him 
Mark 9:20 Gk him 
Mark 9:21 Gk He 
Mark 9:24 Other ancient authorities 
(manuscripts) add with tears 
Mark 9:29 Other ancient authorities 
(manuscripts) add and fasting 
Mark 9:38 Other ancient authorities 
(manuscripts) add who does not follow us 
Mark 9:42 Other ancient 
authorities(manuscripts) lack in me 

Mark 9:43 Gk Gehenna 
Mark 9:43 Verses 44 and 46 (which are identical 
with verse 48) are lacking in the best ancient 
authorities (manuscripts) 
Mark 9:45 Gk Gehenna 
Mark 9:45 Verses 44 and 46 (which are identical 
with verse 48) are lacking in the best ancient 
authorities (manuscripts) 
Mark 9:47 Gk Gehenna 
Mark 9:49 Other ancient authorities 
(manuscripts)  either add or substitute and every 
sacrifice will be salted with salt 
Mark 9:50 Or how can you restore its saltiness? 
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OVERVIEW3 
 
9:14-29 The Healing of a Boy with a Spirit 
The length, detail, and level of human interest in this story leads one to believe this is based on an eye 
witness (Peter?). Also the story testifies to the disciple’s inability to heal the boy – which also argues for 
its historicity.  The first half focuses on the failure of the disciples and the second half on the failure of the 
father – in each half what is important is faith – faith not shown by the disciples (9:19) and the stuttering 
faith of the father (9:24). 
 
The disciples have been unable to perform an exorcism, and their failure leads to Jesus’ cry about them 
and the crowd as a “faithless generation.” Miracles in Mark take place in the context of faith. (2:4; 5:43; 
6:5). 9:20-25 The second half of the story focusses on the boy’s father’s faith. Faith in Mark is not 
necessarily the faith of the recipient nor the faith of the healer alone. It is the context in which the miracle 
may occur. 
 
The father only has a mustard seed of faith – “If you can” surprises Jesus. The problem is not his ability or 
God’s power, but the man’s lack of faith. Faith is the bridge between humanity and God. Jesus’ exousia, 
his divine authority and legitimacy become effective in human life through faith. 
 
True faith is always aware of how small and inadequate it is. The father becomes a believer not when he 
amasses enough faith, but when he risks everything with what little faith he has. True faith takes no 
confidence in itself, nor does it judge Jesus by the weakness of his following. True faith is an 
unconditional openness to God and Jesus. 
 
The disciples have just asked what it means to be raised from the dead (9:10) In raising and restoring the 
boy Jesus provides an object lesson on the meaning of his own death and resurrection. 
 
9:28-29 Why can’t the disciples expel the demon? This kind can only be expelled using prayer. 1:35; 
6:46; 11:24-25 – prayer references in Mark where Jesus is usually alone and in a critical juncture in his 
life. And prayer must be accompanied by faith (11:24) and forgiveness (11:25). 
 
9:30-32 Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
Least detailed of the three passion predictions. May have the greatest claim to historicity because the 
very general language does not seem to have been influenced by Jesus’ passion. The key elements that 
the Son of Man must suffer, die and be vindicated remains consistent through the three predictions.  
 
The change in the prediction of Jesus passion and death is that the enemy now is not the Jewish leaders 
but all of humanity. The passage also conveys that God is “handing over” his Son to humanity. Jesus is 
teaching and his disciples are continuing to not understand. 
 
Lastly note, in this prediction Jesus points to “betrayed into human hands” which may be construed as 
introducing the idea that someone in Jesus’ inner circle will betray him. 
 
9:33-37 Who Is the Greatest? 
More teaching about discipleship: 
9:33-37 importance of humility and the meaning of true greatness 
9:36-37 disputed interpretation, possibly a doublet (10:15), of the importance of including children. 
Children were considered to be of very low status and little value. For the disciples, in their role as 
servants, they are to be slaves to the lowliest and least esteemed members of society, ie children. 
 
The debate on who is the greatest is in stark contrast to Jesus’ teaching on suffering and death. They are 
still thinking in hierarchical, status driven ways. The ambitions of the Twelve imperil their fellowship and 

 
3 Sources for Overview include Oxford Bible Commentary;  
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following of Jesus and undermines the long-term prospects of the movement after Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. 
 

9:35 “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 
 
This is a radical response to the disciples. It rejects the normal way of thinking about rank and status and 
service. The idea of subservience to others is so central to Jesus that it is remembered and recorded 
repeatedly by the early church. Jesus’ view of service and subservience is being told on the way to 
Jerusalem. This is perhaps Jesus’ biggest departure from the norms of his culture and times.  
 
Jesus redefines greatness and prominence – his challenge to his followers is to be great in things that 
matter to God not other men. Nothing is greater in God’s eyes than giving. The Greek word for servant is 
diakonas (from which we get the word deacon). For Jesus the concept of service grows out of the 
concept for love of one’s neighbor. Jesus’ selfless service of others fills the concept of servant with new 
content – the posture of the servant is a visible manifestation of the reality of God’s love. 
 
The conclusion Jesus draws from the child in his arms is subtle and surprising: the child is an example of 
the little and insignificant one’s in society whom followers of Jesus are to receive; the disciples are not to 
be like children, but to be like Jesus who embraces them.  
 
9:38-41 Another Exorcist 
9:38-41 may be a story of the early church. Jesus is surprisingly open and diametrically opposed to the 
Luke version (Luke 11:23 Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me 
scatters.). 
 
Jesus is more inclusive than his followers. Jesus is telling his disciples to be tolerant of those who follow 
him and are different than the  early church. Be unambiguous on your proclamation and tolerant of those 
who differ from the church. 
 
9:42-50 Temptations to Sin 
These sayings may have come to Mark as a unit of oral sayings on the theme of discipleship. The 
sayings cover endangering the faith of others and of yourself. 
 
Mark emphasizes that Jesus’ Christology, the person of Jesus, is what is important. Everything else is 
secondary. This implies that the nature of discipleship is self-sacrifice and that the physical dangers to 
which a Christian disciple is exposed can also be a purifying agent.  
 
Jesus now turns to educate the disciples on the seriousness of trying to stop others who are acting in 
Jesus’ name. 9:42 is the final comment on the exorcist in the precious story. 9:43-48 renews the demand 
for radical obedience (8:34-38). The sharp contrast between hell and the kingdom assumes a final 
judgement by God. 
 
Jesus’ calls discipleship includes a renunciation of possessions (10:21), family (10:28f), and life itself 
(8:34f) if these things stand in the way of following him.  
 
9:49-50 Is a reference to being true to God in a hostile world. The disciples will be seasoned with salt 
through their fiery trials – these trials will purge away from their souls everything that is contrary to God’s 
will. Mark’s community in Rome during the Nero persecutions would have understood this reference to 
apply to their shared experiences. 
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REFLECTION 
 
Belief: “I believe; help my unbelief!” What is our daily struggle with unbelief and belief about? How does 
prayer fit into the process? 
 
Servanthood: The idea of subservience to others is so central to Jesus that it is remembered and 
recorded repeatedly by the early church. Why is it so important to understanding Jesus and how to follow 
Jesus?  
 
Greatness and prominence – Jesus’ challenges his followers to be great in things that matter to God not 
to other people. Nothing is greater in God’s eyes than giving. For Jesus, the concept of service grows out 
of the concept for love of one’s neighbor. Jesus’ selfless service of others fills the concept of servant with 
new content – the posture of the servant is a visible manifestation of the reality of God’s love. What is 
your experience of God’s love? How do you manifest it to others? 
 
CLOSING PRAYER 

 
Almighty God, you gave to your servant Mark, the Evangelist,  
special gifts of grace to teach the truth  
of your unconditional Mercy, Justice and Love for all peoples. 
Grant that by this teaching, we may faithfully live into our prayer and worship of you. 
 

Lord, have Mercy 
Christ, have Mercy 
Love, have Mercy. Amen 

The Rev. Zoila Schoenbrun 
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GOSPEL COMPARISON4 
 

Pericope Mark Matthew Luke John 

Jesus Heals a Boy Possessed by a Spirit 9:14-29 17:14-21 9:37-43a, 17:6   

Jesus Foretells His Passion again 9:30-32 17:22-23 9:43b-45   

True Greatness 9:33-37 18:1-5 9:46-48 13:20 

The Strange Exorcist 9:38-41 10:42 9:49-50   

Warnings concerning Temptations 9:42-50 18:6-9 
5:13 

17:1-2 
14:34-35 

  

 
Comparisons of Mark 9:33-37 
 

Mark 9:33-37 Matthew 18:1-5 Luke 9:46-48 John 13:16, 20 
33 Then they came to 
Capernaum; and when 
he was in the house he 
asked them, “What 
were you arguing about 
on the way?” 34 But 
they were silent, for on 
the way they had 
argued with one 
another who was the 
greatest. 35 He sat 
down, called the 
twelve, and said to 
them, “Whoever wants 
to be first must be last 
of all and servant of 
all.” 36 Then he took a 
little child and put it 
among them; and 
taking it in his arms, he 
said to them, 37 
“Whoever welcomes 
one such child in my 
name welcomes me, 
and whoever welcomes 
me welcomes not me 
but the one who sent 
me.” 

At that time the 
disciples came to Jesus 
and asked, “Who is the 
greatest in the kingdom 
of heaven?” 2 He called 
a child, whom he put 
among them, 3 and 
said, “Truly I tell you, 
unless you change and 
become like children, 
you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven. 4 
Whoever becomes 
humble like this child is 
the greatest in the 
kingdom of heaven. 5 
Whoever welcomes 
one such child in my 
name welcomes me. 

46 An argument arose 
among them as to 
which one of them was 
the greatest. 47 But 
Jesus, aware of their 
inner thoughts, took a 
little child and put it by 
his side, 48 and said to 
them, “Whoever 
welcomes this child in 
my name welcomes 
me, and whoever 
welcomes me 
welcomes the one who 
sent me; for the least 
among all of you is the 
greatest.” 

16 Very truly, I tell you, 
servants[d] are not 
greater than their 
master, nor are 
messengers greater 
than the one who sent 
them… 20 Very truly, I 
tell you, whoever 
receives one whom I 
send receives me; and 
whoever receives me 
receives him who sent 
me.” 

 
  

 
4 https://www.gospelparallels.com/#1 
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GEOGRAPHY OF THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO MARK 
 

 
Source : https://visualunit.me/2011/02/03/palestine-map/ 

 
 

Chapter 9 
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VIDEOS 
 
The Gospel of St. Mark, as read by David Suchet, St. Paul’s Cathedral, 2017 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JjOgcMQXvSc\ 
 
Yale Divinity School: Introduction to Gospel of St. Mark, Introduction to New Testament (RLST 152), 
Spring 2009 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yd5sXfFboxA 
 
Yale Bible Study Series: Yale Divinity School Professor Emeritus David L. Bartlett and Minister Allen R. 
Hilton discuss the Gospel of Mark (1 of 8), 2009 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SV28dpVr5I&list=PLBAB8086DE927F07F&index=48 
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Udemy Course: Gospel of St. Mark, N.T. Wright, 2021 
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NOTES  
 
Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV Version Notes 
9:14-29The Healing of a Boy with a Spirit 
The last of the four exorcisms. 
 
9:30-32 Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
The second set of predictions of Jesus suffering and resurrection, the misunderstanding by the disciples 
and the instructions on discipleship. 
 
9:33-37 Who Is the Greatest? 
9:34 Determining who is the greatest is a common activity in antiquity. 
 
9:35 this saying appears in Matthew and Luke, and it signifies that humble service to the community is the 
norm not distinguished rank. 
 
9:36 Jesus using an actual child to make his point seems to be an indicator that he wanted to include 
children in the early Christian communities and movements. 
 
Oxford Bible Commentary Notes 
9:14-29 The Healing of a Boy with a Spirit 
This very long story in Mark may be the combination of two stories, or the telling of two versions of the 
same story. The first half focuses on the failure of the disciples and the second half on the failure of the 
father – in each half what is important is faith – faith not shown by the disciples (9:19) and the stuttering 
faith of the father (9:24). 
 
The disciples have been unable to perform an exorcism, and their failure leads to Jesus’ cry about them 
and the crowd as a “faithless generation.” Miracles in Mark take place in the context of faith. (2:4; 5:43; 
6:5). 
 

21 Jesus[g] asked the father, “How long has this been happening to him?” And he said, “From 
childhood. 22 It has often cast him into the fire and into the water, to destroy him; but if you are 
able to do anything, have pity on us and help us.”  
 
23 Jesus said to him, “If you are able!—All things can be done for the one who believes.”  
 
24 Immediately the father of the child cried out,[h] “I believe; help my unbelief!” 

 
9:20-25 The second half of the story focusses on the boy’s father’s faith. Faith in Mark is not necessarily 
the faith of the recipient nor the faith of the healer alone. It is the context in which the miracle may occur. 
 
9:24 shows that faith is both a human response and a gift from outside. Human response is essential in 
Mark, but the outcome is due to God’s grace. 
 
Why does Jesus say to the disciples that this kind of exorcism requires prayer? Mark is making a point 
that faith and prayer are related: faith is the absolute trust in God, which can be and is reflected in the 
activity of prayer. 
 
9:26-27 parallels the language of resurrection. Jesus’ action foreshadows the new resurrection life that is 
available through Jesus to believers in the new age. 
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9:30-32 Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
Least detailed of the three passion predictions. May have the greatest claim to historicity because the 
very general language does not seem to have been influenced by Jesus’ passion. The key elements that 
the Son of Man must suffer, die and be vindicated remains consistent through the three predictions.  
 
9:33-50 Further Teaching 
More teaching about discipleship: 
9:33-37 importance of humility and the meaning of true greatness 
9:36-37 disputed interpretation, possibly a doublet (10:15), of the importance of including children. 
Children were considered to be of very low status and little value. For the disciples, in their role as 
servants, they are to be slaves to the lowliest and least esteemed members of society, ie children. 
 
9:38-41 may be a story of the early church. Jesus is surprisingly open and diametrically opposed to the 
Luke version (Luke 11:23 Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me 
scatters.). 
 
9:42-50 Mark emphasizes that Jesus’ Christology, the person of Jesus, is what is important. Everything 
else is secondary. This implies that the nature of discipleship is self-sacrifice and that the physical 
dangers to which a Christian disciple is exposed can also be a purifying agent.  
 
James R. Edwards, The Pillar New Testament Commentary, The 
Gospel According to Mark, Notes 
9:14-29 The Healing of a Boy with a Spirit 
The length, detail and level of human interest in this story leads one to believe this is based on an eye 
witness (Peter?). Also the story testifies to the disciple’s inability to heal the boy – which also argues for 
its historicity. 
 
9:14-15 The crowd is astonished because Jesus has appeared, and their hopes are raised. 
9:16-18 The confrontation between Jesus and the scribes is pre-empted by a desperate father who brings 
to Jesus: 

 
9:17-18 “Teacher, I brought you, my son; he has a spirit that makes him unable to speak; 18 and 
whenever it seizes him, it dashes him down; and he foams and grinds his teeth and becomes 
rigid; and I asked your disciples to cast it out, but they could not do so.”   

 
9:19-20 Unbelieving generation – refers to the crowd not to the disciples. Jesus does not chastise the 
disciples for being insufficient to the task. It is a limitation not a fault. 
 
The boy’s epilepsy is a front for the demon possession and the episode again testifies to the mission of 
Jesus to confront and defeat the powers of evil. (1:12-13 temptation in the wilderness; 1:7 Jesus as the 
more powerful one; 3:27 bind the strong man and liberate the captives.) 
 
9:21-24 For Mark the miraculous is based on faith and faith to discipleship. The significance of Jesus 
cannot be fully conveyed by what he does, but only by who he is. One can be amazed by a miracle, but 
one can only trust and believe in a person. 
 
The father only has a mustard seed of faith – “If you can” surprises Jesus. The problem is not his ability or 
God’s power, but the man’s lack of faith. Faith is the bridge between humanity and God. Jesus’ exousia, 
his divine authority and legitimacy become effective in human life through faith. 
 
True faith is always aware of how small and inadequate it is. The father becomes a believer not when he 
amasses enough faith, but when he risks everything with what little faith he has. True faith takes no 
confidence in itself, nor does it judge Jesus by the weakness of his following. True faith is an 
unconditional openness to God and Jesus. 
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The disciples have just asked what it means to be raised from the dead (9:10) In raising and restoring the 
boy Jesus provides an object lesson on the meaning of his own death and resurrection. 
 
9:28-29 Why can’t the disciples expel the demon? This kind can only be expelled using prayer. 1:35; 
6:46; 11:24-25 – prayer references in Mark where Jesus is usually alone and in a critical juncture in his 
life. And prayer must be accompanied by faith (11:24) and forgiveness (11:25). 
 
9:30-32 Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
The change in the prediction of Jesus passion and death is that the enemy now is not the Jewish leaders 
but all of humanity. The passage also conveys that God is “handing over” his Son to humanity. Jesus is 
teaching and his disciples are continuing to not understand. 
 
9:33-37 Who Is the Greatest? 
The debate on who is the greatest is in stark contrast to Jesus’ teaching on suffering and death. They are 
still thinking in hierarchical, status driven ways. The ambitions of the Twelve imperil their fellowship and 
following of Jesus and undermines the long-term prospects of the movement after Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. 
 

9:35 “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 
 
This is a radical response to the disciples. It rejects the normal way of thinking about rank and status and 
service. The idea of subservience to others is so central to Jesus that it is remembered and recorded 
repeatedly by the early church. Jesus’ view of service and subservience is being told on the way to 
Jerusalem. This is perhaps Jesus’ biggest departure from the norms of his culture and times.  
 
Jesus redefines greatness and prominence – his challenge to his followers is to be great in things that 
matter to God not other men. Nothing is greater in God’s eyes than giving. The Greek word for servant is 
diakonas (from which we get the word deacon). For Jesus the concept of service grows out of the 
concept for love of one’s neighbor. Jesus’ selfless service of others fills the concept of servant with new 
content – the posture of the servant is a visible manifestation of the reality of God’s love. 
 
The conclusion Jesus draws from the child in his arms is subtle and surprising: the child is an example of 
the little and insignificant one’s in society whom followers of Jesus are to receive; the disciples are not to 
be like children, but to be like Jesus who embraces them.  
 
9:38-41 Another Exorcism 
Contrary to what the  disciples’ expect, Jesus charges them not to prohibit then independent exorcist.  
 
9:40 Whoever is not against us is for us. 
 
Jesus is more inclusive than his followers. Jesus is telling his disciples to be tolerant of those who follow 
him and are different than the  early church. Be unambiguous on your proclamation and tolerant of those 
who differ from the church. 
 
9:42-50 Temptations to Sin 
These sayings may have come to Mark as a unit of oral sayings on the theme of discipleship. The 
sayings cover endangering the faith of others and of yourself. 
 
William L. Lane, The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament, The Gospel of Mark Notes 
9:14-29 The Healing of a Boy with a Spirit 
The story is told from the perspective of an eyewitness to the Transfiguration. Th glory is now replaced 
with the reality of demonic possession, reenforcing the theme that Jesus enters his glory confronting the 
forces of the demonic and the suffering that this entails. 
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The powerless of the disciples is closely related to their failure to understand Jesus or the power released 
through him. His healing of the boy demonstrates what faith released through prayer could have 
accomplished  even though Jesus was absent from the disciples. 
 
9:14-15 The presence of the scribes may indicate witnesses sent by the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem to collect 
evidence against Jesus.  
 
The boy is suffering possibly from demonic possession that takes the form of epilepsy. The fact that he is 
often thrown into fires or water shows that the goal is to destroy the image of God in the child. This gives 
picture to how radical the issue is between the demonic power and Jesus as the bestower of life.  
 
9:19 Jesu’ cry of exasperation is directed at the disciples. They have been privileged to be with him and 
they have been defeated through their unbelief. Their hardness of heart continues to characterize them. 
Jesus “I bear with you” mirrors God’s relationship to Israel (Isaiah 63:8-10). 
 
9:20-22 The father has come to doubt Jesus because of the ineffectiveness of his disciples.  
 

9:23-24 23 Jesus said to him, “If you are able!—All things can be done for the one who believes.” 
24 Immediately the father of the child cried out,[h] “I believe; help my unbelief!” 

 
Jesus’ response is that everything depends upon the man’s faith, not Jesus’ powers. The father needs to 
refuse to set limits on what can be accomplished through the power of God. In the struggle with 
temptation, faith must free itself from the presumption of doubt, in the certainty that nothing is impossible 
with God (10:27). In this instance, healing is to be the response to radical faith in Jesus, through whom 
the power of God is released. 
 
9:26-27 Mark’s vocabulary of death and resurrection mirrors that of Jairus’ daughter (5:39-41). 
 
9:28-29 Play like an epilogue to the event. Jesus emphasizes the theological point of the story, The faith 
required is the type that includes prayer. Because the disciples had not acted in faith and prayer the 
demons were winning. It is possible that the disciples thought that the authority the disciples had received 
from Jesus (6:7) was in their control – this is a subtle form of unbelief for they were trusting in themselves 
and their own egos rather than in God. 
 
9:30-32 Jesus Again Foretells His Death and Resurrection 
Jesus is picking up his pace travelling to Jerusalem, and he seeks privacy so he can uninterruptedly 
instruct his disciples. 
 
This prediction of Jesus death is shorter and has different emphasis than the others: 
 

9:31 “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and three days 
after being killed, he will rise again.” 

 
“Son of Man” – Daniel 6 reference 
“is to be betrayed into human hands” – is an important concept in Jewish Law and theology of martyrdom. 
The term connotes the actual fulfillment of God’s will as expressed in Scripture. In martyrdom, God 
permits the handing over to facilitate God’s purpose(s). Jesus will be delivered into the hands of men by 
God as part of the eschatological action by God. 
 
9:32 The disciples both fail to understand what Jesus is saying and are afraid to ask him. It magnifies 
Jesus’ loneliness on their way to Jerusalem. 
 
9:33-37 Who Is the Greatest? 
9:33-50 is a collection of sayings assembled by Mark and located in a private set of discussions in a 
house in Capernaum between Jesus and his disciples. The sayings are related to each other with shared 
catchwords. 
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The disciples do not understand Jesus’ servanthood concept of service and discipleship, and are trapped 
in their male, 1st Century CE cultural perspective of precedence and rank. 
 
9:35 Jesus asserts that servanthood to all is the criteria for precedence. It is a practical application of the 
commandment to love one’s neighbors. Jesus also redirects the disciples from a moment of glory to the 
idea that the path to glory leads through suffering and service. 
 
9:36-37 Is an enacted parable – Jesus uses a child5 and sets him above the Twelve as an example of 
discipleship. The insight is not to be childlike per se, but to have a servanthood approach. 
 
 
9:38-41 Another Exorcism 
Jesus opposes the narrow exclusivity of the Twelve with an open and generous spirit. People using 
Jesus’ name are recognizing and attempting to use his authority. (He is also contrasting the effective 
exorcist with the disciples.) 
 
9:42-50 Temptations to Sin 
Jesus now turns to educate the disciples on the seriousness of trying to stop others who are acting in 
Jesus’ name. 9:42 is the final comment on the exorcist in the precious story. 9:43-48 renews the demand 
for radical obedience (8:34-38). The sharp contrast between hell and the kingdom assumes a final 
judgement by God. 
 
Jesus’ calls discipleship includes a renunciation of possessions (10:21), family (10:28f), and life itself 
(8:34f) if these things stand in the way of following him.  
 
9:49-50 Is a reference to being true to God in a hostile world. The disciples will be seasoned with salt 
through their fiery trials – these trials will purge away from their souls everything that is contrary to God’s 
will. Mark’s community in Rome during the Nero persecutions would have understood this reference to 
apply to their shared experiences. 
 
Eugene E. Lemcio, Travels with St. Mark, GPS for the Journey Notes 
Christology and Discipleship in Chapters 8, 9, 10 
 

 Mark 8:31-38 Mark 9:30-37 Mark 10:32-45 
Christology Son of Man’s suffering, 

death and resurrection 
Son of Man’s suffering, 
death and resurrection 

Son of Man’s suffering, 
death and resurrection 

    
Discipleship Entry Community Community 
 Self-denial Reversal of Reversal of 
 Cross bearing • Power • Power 
 Reversing values • Status • Status 
   Service: freeing up to 

do the bidding of 
another, some other 
person 

 
 
 

 
5 America, The Jesuit Review, The ‘Lamb’ of God”, John W. Martens: The same Aramaic talya, which could be 
translated “boy,” “child” or “servant,” but also as “lamb.” https://www.americamagazine.org/content/the-
word/‘lamb’-god 
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Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science 
Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels Notes 
 
9:33-37 Who Is the Greatest? 
Jesus’ reversal of the expected pecking order challenges the values of his society and disciples in a very 
fundamental way. Children were among the most vulnerable members of society. 
 
Ched Myers, Binding the Strong Man Notes 
9:33-37 Who Is the Greatest? 
The introduction of the servant leadership theme means being attentive to the actual dynamics of social 
power and privilege among family, friends and neighbors. “Becoming least” is then demonstrated with an 
object lesson of children. They are the bottom of the social and economic scale in 1st century CE 
Mediterranean cultures. Jesus is deliberately shocking his followers to show how radical discipleship in 
the Kingdom of God is.  
 
9:38-41 Another Exorcism 
John is attempting to erect boundaries around the exercise of compassionate ministry in Jesus’ name – ie 
he and the disciples want an exclusive. He equates exorcism with status and power and wants to 
maintain a monopoly over it.  
 
Moreover, “he was not following us” implies that John and the disciples want to have followers rather than 
be followers of Jesus. It is extraordinary that this is after Jesus made it clear that they should be 
welcoming people in his name – not excluding them (37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name 
welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.”) 
 
9:42-50 Temptations to Sin 
Mark’s warnings against apostasy conclude with a reminder of the imperative for conflict resolution and 
the reestablishment of unity and peace in the messianic community. Mark has maintained a sophisticated 
dialectic between community solidarity (strong group boundaries) and non-exclusivity (weak group 
boundaries). The good from the outside must be affirmed, and the bad from the inside cut out. But in the 
latter case, receptivity must finally include even the apostate: as we will see, forgiveness must stand at 
the center of the community (11:25). 
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