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If you are new with us this week you need to know that we are walking through the earliest and 
rawest account of Jesus that exists, and that’s the Gospel of Mark.   
 
And we are in a section in Mark where Jesus turns His attention away from answering the 
question “Who is this who walks among us doing miracles and teaching with authority – who is 
Jesus?”  And Jesus leaves this question behind with Peter’s declaration “You are the Messiah.”  
That is who Jesus is.  Jesus is God’s answer to suffering and sin.  He has come to free us from 
bondage to death and depravity.  That’s who Jesus is. 
 
But now, in chapters 8, 9 and 10, as soon as this is established, Jesus turns His attention to how 
He is going to accomplish God’s salvation.  And this is a total mind job for the disciples because 
Jesus says He is going to defeat evil and injustice by being killed by it.  Is that a good strategy?  
Is that the way you would do it?  And so Jesus sets out on the way to the cross. 
 
Of course that would be crazy enough except that Jesus isn’t going there by Himself, and His 
sales pitch in this section is “If you want to be My disciples you must pick up your cross and 
follow Me.  There is no other way about it.   
 
Now, I don’t know if this is news or not, but people don’t like to pick up their crosses.  That’s 
just nobody’s hobby.  People don’t enjoy dying to themselves to put God’s will and the welfare 
of those around them first.  We would rather pursue our own comfort and our own greatness. 
 
Well, as much as we might prefer that, in this section Jesus, meek and mild, gives us the 
harshest words He ever speaks to His followers.  But they are the words of grace and truth that 
we need if we are going to live the abundant life He wants for us.   
 
Alright, please grab your Bible and open it to Mark 9 starting in verse 30.  And would you stand 
with me as we come to God’s word.  And I want to encourage you not simply to read along but 
to let Jesus’ word read you.  Hear now the word of the Lord. 
 
[Mark 9:30-50] 
 
This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
That is a terrible and deep text!  And we could camp on this a long time, but we are going to 
just look at the two problems Jesus deals with here.  First, the disciples are fighting about which 
one of them is the greatest – that’s a problem.  And then second, some people who aren’t 
following Jesus are using His name to do miracles. 
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And Jesus answers these two problems in ways no one else would ever imagine.  First He hugs a 
child and then He is understanding towards a heretic.  Does that sound crazy? 
… 
Let’s look at the kid bit first.  So verse 36 tells us Jesus took a child in His arms.  Now on first 
brush this seems super warm and fuzzy.  Jesus is great with kids.  How quaint.  How precious 
moments.  But this is not that text.  So the words here literally mean “Jesus bent down and 
embraced a child.  In other words He goes down to their level to welcome them.   
 
But in order to understand what’s going on we need the context.  And it is an intensely 
uncomfortable and confrontational context.   
 
So First Jesus tells His disciples “I’m going to die and rise again.” This is actually the second of 
three predictions of His death that Jesus makes on the way to the cross.  But of course He’s not 
just predicting it, He’s intentionally stepping towards it and causing it to happen. 
 
You see Jesus could have easily avoided being killed.  All He would have had to do is step away 
from the mission God gave Him to save the world. 
 
All Jesus would have had to do is decide “I’m going to live a happy life and teach my friends 
how to love people and be good.”  And nobody would have had a problem with Him – He’d be a 
poster child for gummy bears and stuffies.  But Jesus isn’t cuddly.  He’s full of love, but He’s 
huge and holy too.  And most of all Jesus is on a mission to carry out the will of His Father. 
 
But the disciples are not on that mission.  They want Jesus to rise to power so they can rise to 
power.  Peter’s like “Jesus, You’re not going to die.  You’re going to be king and I’m going to be 
Your man.”  That was a couple weeks back.  And now, in verse 38 John’s like actually I’m more 
concerned about You Jesus than Peter is.  Maybe I could be number 1.”  That’s how it all starts 
and then if Pete and John were my boys they would take turns kicking each other in the shins.  
That’s the fight they are having in verse 34.  
… 
So how does Jesus respond?  He looks at them, and bends down to hug a kid who happens to 
be running by saying: 

“Anyone who welcomes a little child like this on My behalf welcomes Me” (Mark 

9:37) 
 
Jesus answers the disciples fight about who is greatest by hugging a kid.  What’s up?  Well It’s 
actually the “like this” in Jesus’ sentence that’s important.  So Jesus says “You don’t get great 
positions in My kingdom by being first, you get great positions in My kingdom by welcoming a 
little child like this, like I do.   
 
Now there are three things about kids you need to know for this to make sense.  First, every 
parent loves their kids.  Second, all kids are born selfish sinners who take up more resources 
than they bring into the family; they are naturally inconsiderate of others and only care about 
what they want.  And this makes them hard to love. 
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But third, if you’ve never had kids or if your kids have grown up a bit, then you forget that they 
were selfish sinners and attribute 110% of their success to your great parenting.   
 
It’s of course this third point that then entitles you to give out those helpful judgmental looks to 
less experienced parents who are obviously failing at life because they have a quiver full of little 
hellions who are melting down in the Superstore checkout.  To sum up, parents love kids, kids 
are hellions, and other people do not love hellions.   
 
Now Mark doesn’t tell us this, but in the parallel passage, Matthew notes that the kids were 
getting on the disciples’ nerves.  Jesus was teaching and they were probably running around, 
crying, kicking shins, demanding snacks and pooping their pants.  And the disciples were 
annoyed like anyone would be.  And so they tried to shoe the kids and their parents away.  And 
that’s when Jesus bent down and embraced the kid.  And guess what, it wasn’t Jesus’ kid! 
… 
Here’s the point:  Jesus is not saying love your kids.  There are texts in the Bible about being a 
great parent, but this isn’t one of them.  In this text Jesus says the people on His team aren’t 
concerned with their own greatness, they are concerned with the acceptance of the weak and 
the small.  They put to death their desire to be great and instead use their position to take care 
of those who aren’t great or powerful at all.  They embrace people who are like annoying kids. 
… 
Now take a step back and look what’s going on.  The disciples have put themselves in an 
amazing group.  They were following the most radical Rabbi around, the Messiah.  And they are 
doing this because they think it will be good for them.  After all if you surround yourself with big 
friends they make you big.  And guess what, there is a great principle here. 
 
You become like the people you hang out with.  So if you want to be smart, find some smart 
friends.  And if you want to be rich, find some rich friends.  And if you want to be healthy, find 
some healthy friends.  And if you want to amount to nothing then surround yourself with 
people who do nothing and have no aspirations.  Choose your friends wisely. 
 
This is true and good advice.  And this is what the disciples thought.  We want to be powerful 
and so we’ve found a Powerful Friend – He actually walks on water!  And it is therefore very 
reasonable for us to expect to get to powerful places in life. 
 
Do you see the logic here?  It’s not wrong.  But it’s not Jesus’ logic.  Jesus wants to take His 
followers to another level.  And here it is: Jesus says, in My kingdom being great isn’t about 
using people to climb as high as you can – that’s using people for your good.   
 
Jesus says “My kingdom is about sacrificing yourself to lift other people up.  And so if you want 
to look like Me then you need to stop trying to use Me for your good and instead do what I’m 
doing – use your good to help people who don’t benefit you at all” – Didn’t Jesus surround 
Himself with people who didn’t benefit Him at all? 
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So embrace a child.  Not your child.  Someone else who is selfish, annoying, inconsiderate, and 
unhelpful to your goals.  This is what Jesus says.  So do you know anyone who is like this kind of 
child?  Is there anyone in your life that if you give your time to them it will not benefit you at 
all?  Jesus says don’t use people to be great, instead use yourself to embrace people who are 
like children to help them become great. 
… 
Now, just one quick thought here.  Jesus is not saying surround yourself with bad friends who 
are going to make you fall.  The children in this passage are not Jesus’ friends, they are people 
He is ministering to.  Surround yourself with good friends who will help you be godly, but then 
look out with Jesus’ eyes for people to bless.  Look for people who don’t help you and lift them 
up.  That’s how you get to be great in Jesus’ kingdom.  First, hug someone who is like a child. 
… 
Second problem, same topic.  In verse 38 John approaches Jesus with what appears to be a 
fairly significant concern: 

“Teacher, we saw someone using Your name to cast out demons, but we told him 

to stop because he wasn’t in our group.” (Mark 9:38)   
 
So there is a guy casting out demons and healing people in Jesus’ name.  Now you can imagine 
the problems this would cause.  This is a trademark issue.   
 
So if I set up a burger stand in our parking lot and called it McDonald’s, I would end up in some 
heat.  And similarly if you aren’t with Jesus – you aren’t actually following Him – but you are 
using Him to endorse your ministry; if somebody claimed to be a Christian but wasn’t wouldn’t 
that be bad for Jesus’ reputation?  Actually Jesus doesn’t care about His reputation. 
 
But then neither does John.  Notice that John is actually worried about his own reputation.  This 
guy wasn’t “in the group” with the other disciples and yet he was cashing in on Jesus’ power.  
And so John tells him to beat it – Jesus is going to make us great, not you. 
 
And so Jesus turns around and is amazingly understanding towards the heretic – I’ll deal with 
the word heretic in a second, but here’s what Jesus says: 
  
“No one who uses My name in one sentence will turn around and say something bad about Me 
in the next – that’s verse 40.  And then Jesus says, verse 41, “if someone – even someone 
unaffiliated with Me – does even the smallest good thing – like give someone a drink of water in 
My name – they won’t lose their reward.  I’ve got a blessing for them. 
… 
Now Jesus isn’t saying people get saved by giving out water.  This isn’t works salvation.  Jesus is 
actually challenging John and the idea that John knows who is with Jesus and who isn’t. 
…  
So I’ve used the word heretic on purpose because it’s a terrible word, and because it’s the word 
we have for someone who doesn’t believe the correct things about Jesus; someone who isn’t 
following Him but is claiming His name in order to gain power for themselves.  That’s a heretic.  
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Now, I’m a Canadian so I never actually call people this to their face, but when I’m talking about 
them behind their backs to my pastor buddies that’s different.  And maybe on particularly bad 
days I do this to get laughs and make myself look good. 
 
What a sinner you’ve got for a pastor!  But this is what’s going on.  John sees this guy who has 
Jesus wrong and tells him to stop it.  And then he goes and tells Jesus.  And what’s he hoping 
for?  What’s the context? 
 
He wants Jesus to say “Wow John, you soothed that snake in the grass like a champ.  Way to 
go!  Your theology is right and you beat Peter to the punch!  I think maybe I will make you my 
number 1 disciple.”  That’s what John wants. 
 
But Jesus will not play ball with John.  Instead He lets the heretic, who has Him wrong, off the 
hook.  And He even says He’s got a blessing for him.   
   
Now Jesus doesn’t say this guy is saved.  But He is saying whether the guy is saved or not is not 
your concern.  Jesus’ kingdom isn’t’ about making sure everyone is right.  Following Jesus isn’t 
about making sure everyone sees Him the way I do.  It’s about something else.   
 
And this is so practical.  Friends, are you familiar with a world where liberals and conservatives 
scream and holler at each other in hatred because the other side doesn’t see things like they 
do?  Do you live in that world?  The disciples did.  And here’s Jesus’ response: 

“If you cause one of these little ones who trusts in Me to fall into sin, it would be better 

for you to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone hung around your neck. If your 

hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It’s better to enter eternal life with only one hand than 

to go into the unquenchable fires of hell with two hands. (Mark 9:42-43)  
 
Yikes!  Jesus calls this guy who is using His name to cast out demons, but who presumably 
doesn’t have his theology right, one of His little ones.  Look at the passage, that’s the context.  
And then look at what Jesus does.  He turns around and gives His disciples – the strong ones, 
the ones who do have their theology right… or at least more right than this other guy – Jesus 
gives them the strongest warning He ever gives in the entire Gospels. 
… 
Did you know that there are 12 references to hell in the New Testament.  Jesus gives 11 of 
them and this one is the harshest.  And the warning here is given to people who know the most 
about Him but instead of using this knowledge to encourage and build people up are tearing 
them down. 
… 
Jesus says don’t hurt those who don’t have it as figured out as you do.  “Don’t lead these little 
ones into sin.  Protect their faith.  Take care of them.  In fact, if you don’t it would be better that 
you die a horrible death than that you hurt the faith of one of My little ones.” 
… 
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Now just a couple things to notice here, you might think it would be the world that would cause 
these little ones to stumble, but Jesus’ warning here is for the church – it’s for the strong 
disciples.  Don’t you cause them to stumble.  And this is related back to verse 37 where Jesus 
says “if you receive a child like this in My name you receive Me.” 
 
The point is that if you are a Jesus follower then Jesus has put His Spirit in you.  And that means 
our job is to treat people the way Jesus would treat them.  Treat people who are like someone 
else’s annoying kids like Jesus would treat them.  And in this case treat those who don’t have 
their theology as right as you do like Jesus would treat them. 
… 
How do you treat people?  Do you build people up?  Not your friends; not the people you like, 
but the ones who annoy you and take up resources and time without giving back.  Do you 
embrace any of them? 
… 
The call here is a call to love, not with a Canadian love, but with the love Jesus has for us.  We 
are to look like Jesus.  And Jesus loves the little ones.   
 
Did you know that if you read the Bible there are hundreds of texts about God caring for the 
poor, the oppressed, the weak, the powerless, the widow and the orphan.  And here Jesus adds 
one more to the list.  God loves those who aren’t blessed to understand Him as well as you. 
 
Again this doesn’t mean that all these people are saved.  But Jesus doesn’t want that to be our 
primary concern.  He will deal with that.  What He wants from us, from the strong ones who do 
know Him, is to love people like He loved us when we were His selfish, sinful annoying enemies. 
… 
Three things in conclusion.  First, if you aren’t a Jesus follower do you see how far Jesus has 
gone to love you?  He loves you even while you are His enemy.  He loves you even while He 
knows that you hate Him for all the wrong reasons.  Jesus loves you.  Will you let His love 
overwhelm you? 
 
But second, this isn’t a text written to unsaved people, this is a text for strong believes.  And so 
consider whether this is you.  If you are following Jesus because by His grace He has won you to 
Himself then that is an incredible blessing.   
 
So maybe you got to go to Bible school, or maybe you got to attend a great church, or maybe 
you have some good Jesus loving friends who have taught you.  Or maybe you’ve been blessed 
with a good mind and the ability to read the Bible and understand it.  If this is you then Jesus 
calls you a strong one in His kingdom.  And that’s great – desire that. 
 
But in Jesus’ kingdom great isn’t a bragging point, it’s a serving point.  Your job is not to use 
your great to be a bully, your job is to use your great to stoop down and serve the people 
around you like Jesus does.  Anyone who wants to be first must be servant of all.   
… 
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And so finally, that’s hard, so we need the gospel.  And Here it is: in some ways all of us are 
little ones.   
 
It’s no accident that in chapter 8 it is Peter who gets called Satan, and now in chapter 9 it’s John 
that Jesus gives this incredible warning – if you won’t love people like I love them then you can 
go to hell.  Peter and John are hands down the best disciples.  And yet they got Jesus wrong.  
They too were little ones. 
 
And so the good news of the gospel is that Jesus calls guys like Peter and John and us, people 
who don’t get Him right all the time.  And we can follow Him because following Jesus isn’t 
about being right, it’s about His Spirit inside us growing us to image Him for our good and His 
glory. 
 
And it is with this desire for us that Jesus calls us to love who He loves and go where He goes 
even when that means laying down our greatness to lift others up. 
 
You know we really think, like the disciples, that if we pursue our greatness that’s going to be 
great.  But Jesus knows that road doesn’t lead to love or life.  And so He leads us on another.  
Jesus leads us on the road He’s walking, the road to the cross.  But the good news is that Jesus 
doesn’t send us on this road by ourselves, He has gone there first. 
 
And Jesus did this for us while we were yet like selfish and inconsiderate and annoying children 
who didn’t add anything to Him at all.  While we were still His enemies Jesus died in our place.  
And then He rose again to fill people like us with His Spirit.   
 
And if Jesus has done this for us and we have received His undeserved salvation then that 
reality transforms not simply what we do but what we want to do.  Jesus followers want to live 
in a way that honours Jesus – we want to turn away from our natural desires to serve ourselves 
because we want to be like Jesus.   
 
And so we give our lives to loving those Jesus loves – those who are like annoying children and 
those who have Him wrong.  And we don’t do this to earn our salvation – that would be 
impossible – but we do out of joy because by His grace we have received it.   


