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Helen Paynter writes…
For many of us, the ‘wild and wacky’ parts of scripture – especially some of 
the more ecstatic parts of the prophetic writings – are something of a mystery. 
So I’m delighted in this edition of  Guidelines to be able to introduce to you 
a new writer who will expertly guide us through one of those greatest mys
teries – the book of Zechariah. 

Hazel Sherman did her doctoral work on the book of Zechariah. In her notes 
she takes us through the book, helping us to understand some of the details 
of the prophet’s words without losing sight of the big picture. As should be 
the case when we read the words of these passionate men of God, we will be 
deeply challenged by the message that the prophet brings us.

We are indeed fortunate to have real experts writing for us. I’m delighted 
that Steve Motyer has resumed his journey through Mark’s gospel with us. 
I have found his notes very challenging and hope that you will, too. David 
G. Firth takes us through 2 Samuel, showing us how God is at work in the 
mess and muddle of realpolitik, BronzeAge style. I also commend to you 
Ian Paul’s helpful fortnight on 1 Timothy, and Alec Gilmore’s study on Job 
and his friends.

We also have readings for Lent and Easter, of course. Sally Nash reflects on 
21stcentury approaches to discipleship and spirituality, and Lucy Peppiatt 
then picks up the baton and takes us through Holy Week and Easter week in 
a very lovely set of reflections that take us deeply into the contemplation of 
the person and work of Jesus Christ.

In response to the pandemic that hit us hard around the time that this edi
tion was being prepared for press, I made the decision with BRF that we would 
switch out two weeks of notes for some reflections on the crisis and how we 
might respond to it. This is one of the greatest challenges that we are facing, 
as a world and as the church, in living memory, and it is important to reflect 
carefully on what God is saying to us in this time. There is a limit to what we 
can say in two weeks of reflections, but I hope that they will stimulate some 
prayerful contemplation.

So as another new year begins and we journey from the cradle to the cross, 
I pray that you will be blessed, challenged and inspired by these notes and 
the scriptures that they invite you into.
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Mark 9—11
Steve Motyer

Over this and the next two editions of Guidelines we will be reading the second 
half of Mark’s gospel, starting now with three weeks on Mark 9:1—11:10. We 
will move more slowly through Mark than is usual in Guidelines, so the passages 
for study each day are shorter (six verses on average), enabling us to think in 
more detail about what we meet.

In this first three-week block we start and end with glory – at the start, 
with Jesus transfigured on the mountain in front of three amazed disciples 
(9:2–8), and at the end with him greeted by a great crowd of disciples shout-
ing, ‘Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord’ as he 
enters Jerusalem (11:1–10). But ‘glory’ is not the whole story, as Mark knows 
so well: this section is marked by two powerful predictions of Jesus’ coming 
suffering and death (9:31 and 10:32–34 – following 8:31), and by some very 
pointed teaching about discipleship which puts suffering and sacrifice at the 
heart of following him.

This is Mark’s ‘travel narrative’ (his parallel to Luke 9—19), following Jesus 
as he travels from Caesarea Philippi, north of Galilee (the probable location of 
the healing of the epileptic boy in 9:14–27), moves south through Galilee, and 
then journeys down to Jerusalem via Jericho. ‘Following Jesus in the way’ – 
what Bartimaeus does, after receiving his sight (10:52) – is a metaphor for 
discipleship, and everything that Jesus does and says on this journey contributes 
to Mark’s teaching about what it means to follow him. We are in for a treat.

I have not followed a particular Bible version in writing these notes, because 
I have usually supplied my own translation when quoting scripture. If not, I indi-
cate the Bible version quoted in brackets.
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1  ‘This is my beloved Son’

Mark 9:1–8
We are at the centre of Mark’s gospel here – both literary and theological. This 
would be obvious, of course, just from the unique nature of this story: the veil 
draws back, and we glimpse Jesus as he truly is, hidden behind and under all 
the other stories Mark relates. But the ‘voice’ of God himself speaking from 
the cloud, ‘This is my beloved Son, hear him!’ (v. 7), marks a very particular 
‘centre’ of the gospel.

The last time we heard such a voice was right at the start of the story, 
at Jesus’ baptism, when ‘the heavens were rent’ (1:10) and the Holy Spirit 
descended on him accompanied by the voice, ‘You are my beloved Son, with 
you I am pleased!’ (1:11). And the gospel will end with a similar group of hap
penings – Jesus’ own ‘mighty voice’ as he dies, accompanied by the ‘rending’ 
(same Greek word) of the temple veil, which symbolised the veil separating 
heaven and earth, and by the centurion’s astonished (and astonishing) con
fession, ‘Truly this man was the Son of God’ (15:37–39). Apart from Mark’s 
own introductory confession (1:1), these are the three occasions when Jesus 
is called ‘the Son of God’ in the gospel. Two of them bracket the narrative 
at either end, and 9:7 marks the midpoint, reminding us of the truth which 
Mark thinks underlies all else.

As God’s Son, Jesus represents his Father and speaks from and for him. 
This status is underlined by the command to ‘hear him’. This connects with 
the appearance of Moses alongside the glorious Jesus, because Moses had 
told Israel to expect a ‘prophet like me’ to arise, and he had said, ‘You shall 
hear him’ – using the same Greek verb, which carries overtones of ‘heed’ and 
‘obey’ (Deuteronomy 18:15). Here Jesus is identified as the one who fulfils 
this prophecy, and so from now on we will listen even more carefully to what 
he says. About this prophet, God says to Moses, ‘I will put my words in [his] 
mouth… Anyone who does not heed the words that the prophet shall speak 
in my name, I myself will hold accountable’ (Deuteronomy 18:18–19, NRSV). 
We enter the second half of Mark’s gospel, therefore, knowing how much is at 
stake – but also how truly incredible it is that God’s glorious Son walks among 
us, even if Peter (like us, so often) struggles to respond appropriately (v. 5)!
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2  Puzzles and prophecies

Mark 9:9–13
The command to secrecy (v. 9) is not unusual in Mark (see for example 
1:34, 44; 3:12), but it is puzzling. Peter, James and John clearly struggle not 
only with ‘Why?’ but also with ‘What, precisely?’ How long are they to keep 
secret this revelation of Jesus’ glory and true identity? What is this ‘resurrec
tion of the Son of Man’?

Jesus’ command looks back to his words in 8:31, which Peter failed to 
grasp then. He still fails. But the puzzle is compounded now by Jesus’ fur
ther words in 9:1, about the coming of God’s kingdom ‘with power’ within 
the lifetime of some present. In standard Jewish theology, as taught by ‘the 
scribes’ (v. 11), the coming of God’s kingdom was an endtime event, linked to 
the resurrection of Israel and the final judgement of the world. But they also 
taught – from Malachi 4:5 – that the prophet Elijah would reappear before this 
‘great and terrible day of the Lord’, to make Israel ready. The three disciples 
have just seen Elijah – was that the prophesied appearance? But it wasn’t 
public, before Israel. And clearly Elijah can’t make a public appearance, if 
Jesus’ true identity has to be kept secret until the final resurrection.

These are the issues bundled into the disciples’ question in verse 11. 
Jesus’ reply (vv. 12–13) in turn needs some teasing out. The background is 
that John the Baptist was identified by early Christians as this reappearing 
Elijah – and Matthew makes this explicit in his version of this conversation 
(Matthew 17:13). ‘Elijah indeed comes first to restore all things,’ says Jesus 
(v. 12a): Mark would doubtless like us to remember the huge significance 
and impact of John’s preaching and baptism, summarised in 1:2–8. But (it’s 
important that we imagine a ‘but’ in the middle of verse 12) that can’t be the 
whole story of the preparation needed before the day of the Lord, because 
scripture also prophesies the rejection and suffering of ‘the Son of Man’. That 
must take place as well. And we need to remember that the new Elijah’s min
istry of restoration ended in failure – in imprisonment and execution (Mark 
6:14–29). He led many to repentance as prophesied, but he ended up broken 
on the wheel of intransigent royal pride and cruelty. 

Where is this all leading? What is this strange imminent coming ‘in power’ 
of God’s kingdom? How does it all fit together? We move forward…
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3  Power needed

Mark 9:14–24
It is often the case that a puzzling Bible saying is deliberately so, and it is 
meant to stay in our minds as we read further, suggesting questions that 
might clarify the puzzle in due course. This is certainly the case with Mark 9:1, 
which leaves us with the question: when will those who heard Jesus see ‘the 
kingdom of God come with power’? The Greek phrasing is interesting – using 
a perfect participle (‘having come’), it implies not an event (the powerful 
arrival of the kingdom) but the realisation of a state of affairs: we see that 
the kingdom of God has powerfully come.

For those on the lookout, today’s story (to be completed tomorrow) begins 
to suggest an answer. The climax of the story lies not so much in the actual 
healing of this poor boy – whose dreadful symptoms are described twice, 
in verses 18 and 22, in addition to the awful manifestation of them in verse 
20 – as in the vivid exchange between Jesus and his distracted and desperate 
father, in verses 22–24. This turns on the issue of power: ‘If you can,’ says the 
man – literally: ‘If you have the power’ – ‘pity us and help us!’ (v. 22). Jesus 
immediately picks up this appeal to his own power, and plays it back to the 
father: ‘You say “If you have the power”? All things are within the power of 
the one who believes’ (v. 23). This then elicits one of the most poignant cries 
in the gospel, as the father bursts out – ‘with tears’, say some manuscripts – 
‘I believe! Help my unbelief!’ (v. 24).

This ‘power’ focus is set by the whole scenario as Mark introduces it: 
Jesus comes down from the mountain into the centre of a vigorous debate 
caused by the disciples’ failure to heal this boy (literally, ‘they did not have the 
strength’, v. 18). Previously, on their mission, ‘they cast out many demons, and 
anointed with oil many who were sick and healed them’ (6:13). But now ‘the 
power’ seems to have deserted them. Why? It would be very easy to assume 
that this is because the power is located in Jesus, and therefore his presence 
is needed for this healing. But that is not Mark’s answer. For him – amazingly – 
the power rests in the shaky and desperate faith of a deeply troubled and 
loving father who cries out for compassion and ‘help’.
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4  The power of prayer

Mark 9:25–29
The boy’s symptoms look very like epilepsy to modern eyes (v. 26; compare 
v. 18), so it is interesting that Mark, like Jesus, identifies an ‘unclean spirit’ that 
needs to be ‘thrown out’. The problem here is not an ancient world view that 
we no longer share, but our modern tendency to separate body from spirit 
and to regard illnesses as purely physical problems with no possible spiritual 
aspects or descriptions. In the biblical view, rather, we are ‘spirited bodies’, to 
use Nancey Murphy’s vivid phrase – bodies which are in themselves spiritual 
(see her book Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?, Cambridge University 
Press, 2006). Our bodies, not our ‘souls’, are indwelt by the Holy Spirit; and our 
bodies – without which we do not exist – are the objects of God’s redemptive 
work in Christ. When Paul says that God has ‘rescued us from the power of 
darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son’ (Colossians 
1:13), he believes that this has happened to our whole selves, including our 
bodies, and not to some disembodied bit of us. Our bodies are ‘limbs of 
Christ’ (1 Corinthians 6:15).

This gives the essential background to stories like this, which vividly illus
trate being rescued from the powers of darkness and transferred into God’s 
kingdom. We should not conclude that epilepsy is therefore of the powers of 
evil – but in the case of this poor boy it definitely was, and Jesus gloriously 
drives the powers back and raises him up. It is not by chance that Mark uses 
‘resurrection’ language in verse 27, just as he does with Jairus’ daughter in 
5:41–42: ‘Jesus grasped his hand and raised him up – and he rose!’ This is 
kingdom power, released by the faltering faith of the boy’s father.

Why couldn’t we do that? ask the disciples, away from the crowds. Because 
you didn’t pray, Jesus gently suggests (v. 29). Once again the ‘power’ word 
appears: ‘This kind [of evil] is expelled by no power except that of prayer.’ 
Prayer is that which brings us into intimacy with our heavenly Father – into 
the kind of place where Jesus has just been, on the mountain. The kingdom 
does not come with power through employing the right techniques or using 
the right words, but simply through prayer that arises from faith – even when 
(especially when?) the prayer is desperate and the faith is very weak.
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5  Trouble ahead

Mark 9:30–32
This is the second in a sequence of predictions of Jesus’ coming death and 
resurrection – see also 8:31 and 10:32–34. In all of them Jesus applies the 
prediction to ‘the Son of Man’, as though the Son of Man is some other figure 
and not himself. Why does he do this? This may well be a factor in the dis
ciples’ failure to understand what he says (v. 32). We remember Peter, James 
and John’s puzzlement over ‘the resurrection of the dead’ in 9:10: as good 
Jews, they knew exactly what ‘the resurrection of the dead’ was, but it was 
the connection with ‘the Son of Man’ (9:9) which was puzzling in that context.

‘The Son of Man’ is Jesus’ favourite selfdesignation in the gospels. 
Scholars have long maintained two things about this – first, that Jesus is 
almost certainly drawing on the vision of ‘one like a son of man’ in Daniel 
7:13–14, where this ‘son of man’ figure is invested by God with ‘dominion, 
glory and kingdom’; and, second, that the obscurity of this allusion may have 
meant that people heard it as a rather quaint form of speech, possible in 
firstcentury Aramaic, where ‘son of man’ could be an odd periphrasis for ‘I’. 
Either way, Jesus leaves his hearers – in this case, his disciples – with a puzzle: 
if they get the allusion to Daniel, why is he associating this glorified figure 
with suffering and death? And is this himself or someone else? If they don’t 
get it, why is he talking in this odd way? And again, is he referring to himself?

This is an aspect of what used to be called the ‘messianic secret’ in Mark – 
the way in which Jesus deliberately veils his identity. We see it here in that 
‘he did not want anyone to know’ that he was back in Galilee (v. 30). In this 
case Mark gives the reason for the secrecy: verse 31 begins ‘For…’ But even 
as Jesus communicates this vital teaching to his disciples, he phrases it in 
such a way that they fail to understand.

It’s not surprising, really. The kingdom of God turns things upside down. 
It’s the weakest, most vulnerable faith that unlocks kingdom power, and the 
Son of Man rejects human adulation so that he can enter his kingdom through 
suffering and death. Who would have suspected that?
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6  Topsy-turvy kingdom

Mark 9:33–37
We dig deeper now into what the disciples are failing to understand about 
the kingdom of God as it arrives with Jesus (compare 1:15). As they walked 
‘on the way’ with Jesus to Capernaum, they had discussed which of them was 
‘the greatest’. In other words, they are seeing their association with Jesus as a 
route to kudos, social advantage, coming out on top: getting glory! Mark uses 
the phrase ‘on the way’ twice to give the setting for this discussion (vv. 33–34), 
and his first readers would have known well that ‘the Way’ was a shorthand 
for the Christian way, the way of following Christ (see Acts 9:2; 19:9; 24:22). 
But for Mark this ‘way’ with Jesus – as he will underline in 10:32 – is the way 
to Jerusalem, where the Son of Man will ‘give his life as a ransom for many’ 
(10:45), scorned and shamed: and his followers must learn that this Way turns 
their social values upside down. It is not a way to bolster their own status.

Jesus has a pointed message about this just for ‘the twelve’ (v. 35). They 
are, after all, the group within the wider company of disciples who might have 
thought to gain most from following Jesus. Children were valued in ancient 
society simply as adultsinpreparation. They had no social status of their 
own. But in God’s kingdom it is very different. Jesus places ‘a child’ – male or 
female, the silence about gender is significant – at the ‘centre’ of the group of 
apostles and identifies himself wholly with him or her: ‘Whoever receives one 
such child in my name receives me,’ he says, and then extends that to include 
God, ‘the one who sent me’ (v. 37). Behind these words lies the Jewish notion 
of the shaliach, or ‘sent one’ – the idea that a representative can stand fully for 
the one who commissioned them. On this basis the twelve have themselves 
been appointed as ‘apostles’ (‘sent ones’, 3:14), and they have already been 
out on a mission representing Jesus (6:7). But now an insignificant child is 
promoted into this role! – standing for Jesus as a treasure of the kingdom.

This is deeply radical, and Jesus will say more about it in the next chapter 
(10:13–16), because, as Mark’s story develops, it becomes very clear that the 
twelve found this as hard to comprehend as we do today.
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Guidelines
As we look back over our first week of readings in Mark’s gospel, it would be 
good to take a moment to recapture what stands out for you – any features 
of Mark’s story which have particularly touched or spoken to you.

For me, it is the contrast between the two stories with which Mark 9 
begins – the transfiguration on the mountain (vv. 2–8) and the healing of the 
epileptic boy (vv. 14–27). It feels like a classic ‘down from the mountaintop’ 
experience! Mark may in fact be alluding to Moses’ experience in Exodus 32, 
when he comes down from the mountain having received the law – his face 
glowing with God’s glory – only to find the Israelites worshipping the golden 
calf at the bottom. So here, fresh from this amazing encounter with God 
himself, Jesus and his three disciples are plunged straight into the heart
wrenching experience of the desperate father and his tortured son and into 
the other disciples’ pained inability to help. It seems like the contrast could 
hardly be sharper, reminding us of times when we too, with an ‘Oh no, here 
we go again!’, have had to put aside our own comfort and blessing, to become 
immersed in the needs and pains of others.

Yes, it’s all that, and more: because, for Mark, Jesus does not stop being 
the glorious Son of God when he comes down the mountain. His glory is 
merely veiled, just as the name ‘Son of God’ is veiled under the mysterious 
‘Son of Man’. The resurrection language used about the boy as he is healed 
is immediately picked up and applied to Jesus himself; just as the crowd 
pronounces the boy dead, but then he is raised from death (vv. 26–27), so 
‘the Son of Man will be betrayed into the hands of men, and they will kill 
him, but three days after death he will rise!’ (v. 31). The glory of this Son of 
God is expressed through his identification with the poorest and the most 
afflicted – he shares their fate, just as he then identifies himself with ‘a little 
child’ (v. 36). This is truly good news (1:1)!
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1  ‘In the name of Jesus’

Mark 9:38–41
This passage and tomorrow’s develop a discussion about Jesus’ mindblow
ing statement, that he is represented in and by a small child (9:37). If that is 
true, what are the implications for the status of those who have committed 
themselves to being his proper, signedup disciples? In fact this question, with 
related issues, takes us right through to the end of chapter 10.

John – one of the inner circle, the extraspecial one within the twelve 
(9:2) – raises the issue of someone using Jesus’ name as a talisman in exor
cisms. Using powerful names (usually of gods) was a regular feature in magic 
and other supernatural practices, including exorcism: the power of the name 
was invoked to give power to the ritual. ‘We tried to stop him,’ says John, 
‘because he wasn’t following us!’ (v. 38). Jesus’ reply again picks up the 
‘power’ language which, as we saw last week, ultimately looks back to that 
mysterious saying about the coming of the kingdom in power with which this 
whole section of Mark begins (9:1). ‘Don’t hinder him,’ Jesus says, ‘for no one 
who exercises “power” in my name will find that he has the power, soon after, 
to denigrate me. For whoever is not against us is really on our side’ (vv. 39–40). 
In fact, he adds, anyone who gives them the smallest gift ‘because you bear 
Christ’s name’ will not miss out on a reward (v. 41).

John – and his fellow disciples – lived in a world in which loyalty to your 
group (your teacher, your tribe, your family, your people) was everything. 
These loyalties defined identity, and they created distinctions and rivalries. 
So how can the disciples gain a sense of what it means to follow Jesus as 
‘Messiah’ (compare 8:29) if the ‘power’ of his name can be deployed by any 
Tom, Dick or Harry? Does he not have a proper school, proper boundaries 
around belonging, proper exclusion of nonmembers?

Yes, you can ‘belong’ to the Christ, as Jesus implies in verse 41 – the gifts 
are given to a distinct group. But this is definitely a group with permeable 
boundaries and a wonderful openness to the power of God’s kingdom show
ing up anywhere. The church has always struggled with this – and we still do. 
It would be so much easier to be the sole place of God’s power at work in the 
world. If only! God, it appears, is much more untidy than that – much more 
profligate with his grace.
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2  Take care

Mark 9:42–50
Jesus continues his reply to John (v. 38) with some very sobering warnings 
and challenges. It’s not just a matter of allowing people outside the signed
up group to exercise kingdom power; the disciples also need to watch out, 
in case they lose the privilege of belonging. Specifically, if they cause ‘one of 
these little ones who believe in me’ to trip up (v. 42), it would be better for 
them to suffer the most awful imaginable end… (unspoken thought: … than 
to fall into the hands of God the judge). Implicit here is the amazing claim 
that God’s judgement will be severe indeed against anyone who causes harm 
to a ‘little one’ who believes in Jesus.

In Matthew’s version of this saying it is clear that the ‘little ones’ in mind 
are children, like the child here in verse 36 (see Matthew 18:5–6). Mark may 
intend the same, or maybe for him these ‘little ones who believe’ include 
any who look to the twelve for guidance and end up stumbling. So much is 
at stake! In fact, the disciples need to take great care that they themselves 
don’t end up stumbling. The sayings in verses 43–48 could hardly be more 
vivid, and they may reflect real practices in some cultures surrounding Israel, 
where the amputation of hands or feet was a prescribed punishment for 
various crimes – sometimes as a substitute for the death penalty. Jesus is 
speaking metaphorically, however, encouraging a very careful selfdiscipline 
so that ultimately his disciples may ‘enter the kingdom of God’ (v. 47) and not 
be thrown into Gehenna (Jerusalem’s everburning rubbishtip, which came 
to symbolise the future destruction of the wicked).

There is no automatic guarantee that those who are ‘in’ – even in the inner 
three, like John – will ultimately enter the kingdom coming soon with power 
(9:1). How can they make sure they don’t stumble? Verses 49–50 give the 
answer, in an amazing mixture of metaphors: God’s ‘fire’ will purify them so 
that they can be truly ‘salty’, full of savour. They had probably seen little piles 
of useless rock salt out of which the rain had gradually leached all the salt. 
Maybe the last phrase unpacks these metaphors, looking back undoubtedly 
to their dispute about greatness in verse 34: ‘Live at peace with one another!’ 
(v. 50b). That’s the key. ‘Peace’ means accepting each other, not treating each 
other as rivals.
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3  Live at peace… and divorce?

Mark 10:1–12
The command to ‘live at peace with one another’ (9:50) leads in a surprising 
direction, as Mark now records an encounter with some Pharisees who want 
to ‘test’ Jesus on the issue of divorce (v. 2). This was a hot topic between rival 
Pharisaic schools: the disciples of Rabbi Shammai took a hard line, maintain
ing that divorce should only be for adultery, while the disciples of Rabbi Hillel 
interpreted Moses’ permission (Deuteronomy 24:1–4, cited here in verse 4) 
much less strictly. With whom will Jesus side?

The answer is, with neither. Neither Pharisaic school referred to Genesis 
1:27 and 2:24 when debating divorce, as Jesus does here (vv. 6–8). He takes 
the question back to first principles and teaches that marriage is about ‘two 
becoming one’ before God. ‘That which God has joined, let not humans divide’ 
is his conclusion (v. 9) – in other words, divorce is in principle a violation of 
the institution of marriage, and therefore should not happen.

The disciples are horrified. In Matthew they react, ‘If this is how the matter 
stands between a man and his wife, it is better not to marry!’ (Matthew 19:10). 
In interpreting Jesus’ teaching, we need to remember two things. First, he is 
reacting to the Pharisaic debate which he thinks starts in the wrong place and 
therefore lands up with lax and abusive marital practices, with wives being 
dismissed for trivial reasons – at least in the case of the Hillelites. Second, it 
would be wrong to hear him implying that Moses should never have given the 
divorce permission. Yes, divorce always means violating the commandments 
(vv. 11–12) and breaking something precious to God, but sometimes it is the 
only way to ‘live at peace with one another,’ because hearts are still hard. The 
reason motivating Moses’ permission (v. 5) still applies.

Jesus’ basic position with the law is that it stands (see Matthew 5:17–19), 
even if – as here – he sharpens up and reshapes its contemporary interpret
ation and application. He does not disallow Moses. So to hear Jesus’ teach
ing as an absolute prohibition of divorce under all circumstances is not only 
wrong, but in principle opens the door to abuse of a different kind – condemn
ing people to stay in a relationship they ought to flee. There are never any easy 
answers! But the command to ‘live at peace’ is Jesus’ basic summons here.

We will come back to this thorny issue in Guidelines at the end of the week.
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4  Back to the child

Mark 10:13–16
It is really interesting that these words on children follow, because then – as 
now – small children are always the ones who suffer most when their parents 
divorce, and their feelings can easily be overlooked. And how shocking these 
words are! There are two shocking things here. First, Mark tells us that Jesus 
was ‘annoyed’ (v. 14) – not an emotion we readily associate with him. And 
second, verse 15 – introduced with a solemn ‘Truly, I tell you’ – makes an 
almost incredible statement about entry into the kingdom of God. If Jesus 
hadn’t said it, we would never have made it up.

The translations tend to sanctify the feeling. ‘Jesus was indignant’ is a 
favourite (NRSV, NIV, ESV, NEB, etc.), because indignation focuses on the 
action, whereas annoyance focuses on the actors, the people responsible for 
the action. And this is definitely the latter, as it will be in 10:41, when the rest 
of the twelve will be ‘annoyed’ at James and John (the same word). Jesus is 
annoyed that the twelve are just not getting it: did they not see him embracing 
a child in their midst just a few verses ago (9:36)? Did they not even begin to 
understand what he said about that child (9:37)? How can they actually stop 
children coming to him now? One of the great (and encouraging) features 
of Mark is that he is so open about the disciples’ frailties, and in particular 
that they were so slow on the uptake. If they were, we are allowed to be, too!

Maybe Jesus’ annoyance feeds into the amazing thing he says in verses 
14b–15, as he embraces the children who come to him. The negative is extra
emphatic – ‘Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God 
as a little child will never, ever enter it!’ This goes beyond what he says in 
9:37 about the child representing him. Even more, the child must represent 
us – must represent to us that ideal human being acceptable to God and 
welcomed into his kingdom. What is it about the child that holds that ideal? 
Is it innocence, trustingness, playfulness, simplicity? We can speculate, but 
actually Mark is going to let us know in the passages that follow (and it’s 
none of these).

It would be appropriate today to pray for God’s blessing on children known 
to you – bring them to Jesus like the parents in verse 13.
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5  Back to basics

Mark 10:17–22
Verse 21a is deeply moving and encouraging: ‘Jesus, looking into him, loved 
him, and said…’ Here ‘look’ is a compound verb with the connotation that 
Jesus could see beyond the surface to his heart, and he loves this young 
man despite all the complexity and dividedness of his motivation. This is the 
counterpart to Jesus’ annoyance in verse 14! He loves us even when we are 
torn in our devotion to him.

What does he see in this man? His eagerness and intense spiritual longing, 
for sure – signalled in Mark’s vivid description of him ‘running’ up to Jesus 
and ‘kneeling’ before him. He wants to be sure that he will ‘inherit eternal 
life’ (v. 17), that is, that he will indeed enter the kingdom of God. Deflecting 
him from his own authority (v. 18), Jesus points him to the commandments 
(v. 19). Scripture has a full and sufficient answer to his question. ‘But Teacher,’ 
he says, ‘all these I have kept from my youth’ (v. 20). That last phrase, ‘from 
my youth’, is the key to this passage. What has happened to this young man 
since his ‘youth’ – since he was like the children whom Jesus was embracing 
and blessing in verse 16?

Answer: he grew up and inherited his wealth. We don’t know that yet; 
Mark saves that up for the last line of the story (v. 22). But Jesus sees it all, 
and sees clearly what this man needs to do if he is to ‘receive the kingdom 
of God like a little child’ (v. 15). He needs to give all that money up – in fact, 
to go back to the position of unquestioning dependence and powerlessness 
which marked his life as a child. ‘One thing you lack: go, sell what you have 
and give it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven – and then come 
and follow me!’ (v. 21b).

That’s what children are like – not cute, playful, innocent or pure, but 
powerless and without status and desire for it; and, of course, without the 
money that can confer status, respect and security. That’s how we need to 
be, in order to enter the kingdom of God.

Jesus is talking about our hearts. We could give away our houses and bank 
accounts and still long for the status, power and security that come from hav
ing our own stuff piled around us. Give up that longing, he says. Follow me!
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6  ‘The love of money is the root of all evil’

Mark 10:23–27
We should probably imagine Jesus indoors again with his disciples, reflect
ing on what has just happened (compare 9:33; 10:10). And once again Jesus 
delivers a statement which staggers his disciples (v. 24) – ‘How tough it is for 
those with money to enter the kingdom of God!’ (v. 23). Famously he then 
expands this with a picture which was surely meant to have them chuckling 
as well as underlining the serious point – ‘It’s easier to get a camel through 
the eye of a needle than a rich man into the kingdom of God!’ (v. 25). This is 
particularly staggering for his disciples, because they will have assumed – as 
their culture generally did – that riches are a sign of God’s blessing. Hence 
their amazement in verse 26, where ‘completely bowled over’ would be an 
appropriate translation – ‘Who then can be saved?’

We could expand their comment like this: the wealthy, the powerful and 
the aristocrats are the obvious candidates for salvation, because they are the 
ones whom God has obviously blessed already with his favour. So if they’re 
not saved, who can be? Although the Old Testament envisages the possibil
ity of being wicked and wealthy (e.g. Psalm 73:3–12) – and indeed of being 
righteous and poor (remember Job) – the close connection between obedi
ence and prosperity in important passages like Deuteronomy 28 meant that 
people naturally argued the other way round: if you were prospering, then 
you must be righteous (and if you are poor, then almost certainly you are not).

Jesus recalibrates the whole arrangement in verse 27, once again using 
the ‘power’ language which keeps cropping up in connection with the king
dom of God: ‘Seeing them deeply [Mark uses the same word as in verse 21], 
Jesus said, “Salvation is beyond human power, but not beyond God’s. For 
everything is within God’s power.”’ Salvation is not a matter of merit and 
reward, but simply (and wholly) of God’s grace powerfully acting beyond our 
capacity, to bring us back to childhood before him (v. 15). John’s version of 
this saying appears in the famous dialogue between Jesus and the wealthy 
aristocrat Nicodemus: ‘Truly truly I tell you, unless you are born from above, 
you cannot see the kingdom of God’ (John 3:3). When the kingdom comes 
with power, it touches people irrespective of age, rank, wealth, learning, 
gender and (of course) race.
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Guidelines
Mark 10:2–12 (with its parallel in Matthew 19:3–9) is the key passage on 
divorce in Jesus’ teaching. In the note above I took a particular line on its 
interpretation, suggesting that Mark 10:9 (‘That which God has joined, let 
not humans divide’) should not be understood in an absolutist way to mean 
that every marriage is indissoluble and continues to exist in God’s eyes, even 
if the couple have long since separated or been divorced in a human court. 
I tried to give good reasons for this view, but it’s not the view that churches 
have generally taken of marriage.

There are plenty of books on this, and if Guideliness readers want to fol
low this up, I’d recommend (following the traditional interpretation) William 
Heth and Gordon Wenham, Jesus and Divorce (Hodder and Stoughton, 1984) 
or Andrew Cornes, Divorce and Remarriage: Biblical principles and pastoral 
practice (Christian Focus Publications, 2002); and giving a different viewpoint, 
like the one I follow here, David InstoneBrewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the 
Church: Biblical solutions for pastoral realities (Paternoster, 2003) or – more 
scholarly – David InstoneBrewer, Divorce and Remarriage in the Bible: The 
social and literary context (Eerdmans, 2002).

As we’ve seen this week, the great burden of Jesus’ teaching in this section 
of Mark is the surprising way in which God’s kingdom upsets human expec
tations of rank, status, order and value. The divorce teaching fits into this 
because – I believe – Jesus is seeking to ‘level up’ a situation in which women 
were easily exploited and treated with injustice by men who interpreted the 
‘something objectionable’ in Deuteronomy 24:1 (NRSV) to suit themselves. In 
10:12, while underlining that divorce is not God’s will, Jesus actually envisages 
that women can divorce their husbands – virtually unknown in the first cen
tury (though Herodias did it; see Mark 6:17), but allowed in Exodus 21:10–11.
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1  Giving up everything

Mark 10:28–31
It seems like Peter – one of the inner three, who went up the mountain with 
Jesus (9:2) – may be getting the point. He’s grasped that following Jesus is 
not about gaining, but about giving up: ‘Look – we have left everything and 
followed you’ (v. 28). Here, the verbs are the same as those used to describe 
Peter’s response to Jesus in 1:18, matched immediately afterwards by James 
and John abandoning their nets, their boat and their father (1:19–20).

But once again Jesus wants to qualify his understanding. ‘Giving up’ is 
not the whole story. With another powerful ‘Truly I tell you’ saying, Jesus first 
lists seven things which people might give up ‘for my sake, and for the sake 
of the gospel’ (v. 29) – all of them likely to be true for the twelve, in different 
measures. But then he relists six of the seven as also gains for his disciples, 
‘one hundredfold, now in the present time’, before adding soberingly ‘with 
persecutions – and in the age to come, eternal life’ (v. 30).

Jesus has already claimed a replacement family for himself, in 3:31–35: 
when his mother and brothers arrived, he pointedly did not respond to their 
summons, and ‘looking round at those sitting in a circle around him said, 
“Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of God, 
that person is my brother and sister and mother.”’ Doubtless this is what he 
has in mind in today’s passage – the fellowship of his disciples provides a 
replacement family worth far more, even if it comes ‘with persecutions’. This 
probably explains why ‘father’ is omitted from the second list: his disciples 
have one new Father, in heaven (compare Matthew 23:9).

What about the presence of ‘fields’ in the second list, repeated from the 
first? There is more here than meets the eye, for in theory each family in Israel 
lived on a parcel of land given to them by God. There had been much distur
bance since the original settlement in Joshua, but the feeling of attachment 
to their land as a divine gift was shared in Israel. It went with attachment to 
family. To sacrifice this ‘for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel’ was a 
huge step to take, a step which implicitly called into question Israel’s whole 
covenant relation with God. 

But Jesus claims that his followers get ‘fields’ back. What can he mean? 
The story of Bartimaeus will help us here, which we will look at shortly.
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2  Horrors coming

Mark 10:32–34
We have noticed before how ‘the way’ has a symbolic flavour (see 9:33–34) – 
not just the physical path, but also the path of discipleship. So here: ‘They 
were on the way, going up to Jerusalem’ (v. 32). This is the path of disciple
ship which Jesus must tread, and his disciples are following him, but with 
astonishment and with fear. There is something about Jesus’ determined 
step which really frightens them. So we read that he ‘takes the twelve aside 
again’ and gives the third and most detailed prediction of his passion (com
pare 8:31; 9:31). We must imagine him extracting the twelve from the general 
crowd of disciples, taking them off to the side of the road and delivering this 
bombshell. This is too huge a revelation for the disciples as a whole – they 
can’t cope with it.

It must have been almost too much for the twelve. On both previous occa
sions, Mark tells us that they did not understand what he was saying – ‘and 
were afraid to ask’ (9:32). On this occasion, Mark doesn’t comment about 
their reaction, but Jesus’ language is so vivid, so detailed and so unmistak
able, that maybe we should imagine a stunned, horrified silence. They are 
beginning to get the message, and they are appalled and afraid. How will 
they react? We shall see.

Jesus describes this coming torture once again as the experience of ‘the 
Son of Man’. It is not just as himself that he will be condemned, tortured and 
killed, but as the Son of Man, that is, in his Danielic identity as the ‘one like a 
son of man’ who is given kingdom and royal power by ‘the Ancient of Days’ 
(Daniel 7:13–14). The paradox claimed here, both by Jesus and by Mark, 
is simply huge – that God gives his kingdom and his power to one who is 
rejected, condemned, tortured and killed by the human ‘powers’ of the day, 
both Jewish (v. 33) and Gentile (v. 34), before he rises to the glory Daniel saw.

As we will see shortly, this is the absolute basis of the turningupside
down of the human power and status pyramid throughout this section of 
Mark – a pyramid which of course normally had God at the top, ensuring the 
proper position of all the layers of social privilege and nonprivilege below. 
How different is God’s kingdom? As we read yesterday, ‘Many who are first 
shall be last – and the last first!’ (10:31).
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3  Well, at least they’re upfront about it!

Mark 10:35–40
In verse 28 we heard from one of the three ‘top’ disciples who went up the 
mountain with Jesus – now we hear from the other two, James and John. In 
Matthew’s version of this conversation it’s initiated by their mum, who wants 
the top spot for her sons (Matthew 20:20–23). But even in Matthew, Jesus’ 
reply is to the sons themselves, not to her. Here in Mark they take responsi
bility for the whole approach, even beginning it with that ploy so familiar to 
parents the world over, ‘Promise you’ll do whatever I ask?’

But at least that approach shows how familiar and comfortable they are 
with Jesus. We can imagine a shy grin on their faces as they sidle up to him 
with their request. But what a misunderstanding! Mark is so open about how 
hard it is truly to grasp the radical reordering of social relationships involved 
in the kingdom of God. James and John have indeed got the message that 
Jesus is going to die soon, and they believe that he is the Messiah, the Son of 
God – so as two of the top three they think it’s not too much to ask that they 
should sit on either side of Jesus in his ‘glory’. Their reference to his ‘glory’ 
looks back to his words in 8:38 – they have indeed been listening.

Jesus’ response, ‘You don’t know what you are asking for,’ means, ‘You 
don’t know what it would mean, to be given one of those exalted places.’ 
It would mean that they had trodden the same ‘way’ of suffering that he is 
following. Are they ready to share his ‘baptism’, his ‘cup’ (v. 38)? Rather than 
shoving their noses in the suffering that would await them, Jesus uses these 
two allusive metaphors. Yes, of course we are, they say, leaving the meaning 
unclear. Well, you shall, says Jesus, but it’s not mine to say who will end up 
beside me in glory. It’s ‘for those for whom it has been prepared’ (v. 40) – 
which may, of course, be James and John. They can still hope.

Jesus treats them with such love and respect, but they are still locked into 
the old way of thinking about status, which puts them in competition with 
their fellow disciples. Tomorrow we hear more from Jesus on this.
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4  The bottom line

Mark 10:41–45
We’ve been moving towards these verses ever since the power of the kingdom 
was revealed through the desperate and trembling faith of a tortured father 
(9:22–25). They represent a miniclimax to this teaching section of Mark in 
which the shape of discipleship has been a prominent focus. Annoyed by 
James and John – inevitably the word got out – the other ten apostles find 
themselves immediately summoned to a powwow. Mark suggests that Jesus 
addresses just ‘the ten’, but he doesn’t exclude the thought that James and 
John, maybe somewhat redfaced, are also there to hear these amazing 
words – four verses of groundbreaking teaching about Christian leadership 
and community which the church has struggled ever since to realise in prac
tice, even when we have managed to grasp it in theory.

The exercise of power in God’s kingdom is completely different from 
worldly norms. ‘It is not so among you,’ says Jesus, commenting on the 
standard pattern of social hierarchy and power among ‘the Gentiles’. It is 
interesting that he does not say ‘it must not be so among you’: he is not giving 
an aspiration, but describing a state of affairs. In the kingdom it is simply the 
case that ‘whoever wants to be great among you will be your servant, and 
whoever wants to be first among you will be the slave of all’ (vv. 43–44). No 
one without that qualification (servant, slave) will ever be ‘great’ or ‘first’ in 
the kingdom. And ‘slave’ is a powerful word: these are the lowest of the low 
in GrecoRoman society, with no rights, privileges or powers. Paul loved to 
call himself ‘slave of Christ Jesus’ (Romans 1:1; 1 Corinthians 7:22; Galatians 
1:10, etc.), and added, ‘We announce ourselves as your slaves too, for Jesus’ 
sake’ (2 Corinthians 4:5).

Paul certainly ‘got’ this message, in his exercise of power and leadership, 
and he ‘got’, too, that it is because of Jesus and the cross that things are 
shaped this way in his church. This is what Jesus himself says here, in the 
famous verse 45, which begins with an unexpressed thought – ‘And, however 
surprising it may be, this is the right style for leadership among you, for the Son 
of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.’ It all starts with that steady tread of Jesus on the way to Jerusalem.
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5  Blind Bartimaeus

Mark 10:46–52
Fittingly, this section of the gospel ends with Jesus’ last healing miracle in 
Mark, which pulls together and illustrates many of the themes in the preced
ing narrative. Here we have a blind man who already has remarkable (in)sight. 
He can see clearly who Jesus is – the Son of David, the Messiah – and knows 
what he must do. He’s a man with absolutely nothing, who has already lost 
his ‘place’, his land and presumably also his family, for they are not caring 
for him. And he abandons what little he has to come to Jesus, chiefly his 
cloak, which beggars would normally spread on the ground in front of them 
to collect gifts (v. 50).

When he cries out in faith, Jesus stops. The crowd tells this disreputable 
nobody to be quiet (v. 48), but he somehow knows that Jesus will listen, 
and he doubles the volume. His cry is for ‘mercy’, from a place of open, 
un concealed need. He has no status, money or achievement with which 
to earn Jesus’ attention and healing. But that’s what opens the door! He 
rests on nothing but Jesus’ mercy towards people like him and his merciful 
power to heal, and no embarrassment or disapproval or public shame will 
stop him from asserting his case and standing before Jesus with his heartfelt 
request. When Bartimaeus speaks to Jesus, he calls him ‘Rabbouni’ (v. 51) – 
my rabbi – a term of greater intimacy and connection than just ‘Rabbi’, used 
by Peter on the mountain in 9:5. (Elsewhere in the gospels, ‘Rabbouni’ only 
appears on the lips of Mary when she meets the risen Jesus in the garden of 
Gethsemane in John 20:16.) 

And then Bartimaeus joins Jesus ‘in the way’ (v. 52, the last words of the 
story), finding place and home in the company of his disciples (compare 
v. 30). He has been ‘ransomed’ by the Son of Man (v. 45), one of the ‘many’ 
for whom the Son of Man dies. And when we see that the ‘many’ doesn’t 
just reluctantly include figures like Bartimaeus at the end of the queue, but 
that he is actually typical of the target population – he, first and foremost, 
smelly, loud, homeless and uneducated but full of faith – then we begin to 
get a clear sense of what God’s kingdom, ushered in by this Son of Man, is 
going to look like.
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6  Into Jerusalem

Mark 11:1–10
Today’s story is a kind of bridge passage – both ending the section of Mark 
we’ve read in these three weeks and beginning the next. The question is, after 
all the extraordinary teaching we’ve had about the upsidedown nature of 
the kingdom of God under the rule of ‘the Son of Man’, how will he arrive in 
Jerusalem, the centre of God’s earthly kingdom? How will this ‘son of David’ 
(10:47) arrive in the city of David’s throne? It’s interesting that we tradition
ally call this ‘the triumphal entry’, because instinctively we feel that it must 
be massive. It must be an entry fit for a King, capital ‘K’! And this is certainly 
the direction in which Matthew takes this story, underlining the fulfilment 
of Zechariah’s messianic prophecy in Jesus’ action (Matthew 21:4–5) and 
adding ‘when Jesus entered Jerusalem, the whole city was shaken with the 
question “Who is this?”’ (Matthew 21:10).

But this is not how Mark tells it. There is no hint here that the crowd hail
ing Jesus is other than the group of disciples who have travelled with him. 
Matthew helps us by explaining Jesus’ strange action in acquiring the colt 
on which he rides the last stage – Jesus is deliberately creating a ‘sign’ for 
those who have eyes to see. But Mark leaves it unexplained, and even leaves 
ambiguity (especially developed by Luke, in fact) around the words the two 
disciples are given to say about the colt (v. 3): ‘the Lord has need of it’ can 
mean ‘his owner needs it’, as though they are simply on an errand from the 
donkey’s real owner. But of course they are! This Son of Man has all power 
and kingdom, including ownership of all donkeys… except that his power 
and kingdom appears so differently.

Taking their hint from Jesus, his disciples do their best to put on a show, 
adopting festal language and actions from the festival of Tabernacles 
(vv. 8–10), although there is no indication that it is that time of year (and 
we gather later that in fact Jesus arrives in Jerusalem not long before Pass
over). They want people to know who they think he is (v. 10)! But there is 
no indi cation that their words, or the event, created any headlines. Hardly 
‘triumphal’. The king arrives pretty much incognito – although ‘Hosanna in 
the highest’ is an appropriate cry for those who have the eyes to see.
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Guidelines
Again, it would be good to reflect on what has struck you most this week: 
what in particular do you take with you from these readings?

Mark 10:31 and 45 sit at the heart of the theology of the kingdom devel
oped here, offering us a view of power which completely subverts ‘normal’ 
views of leadership and social hierarchy. It is interesting that this view of ser
vant leadership has gained some traction in recent secular writing about the 
best way to lead. Leadership which is not ‘top down’, but which aims above 
all to empower the talents, ideas and contribution of all in an organisation, 
is much more effective in the long run.

This should be supremely true in the church. Paul works this out using his 
metaphor of the church as a body – ‘the body of Christ,’ he says (see espe
cially 1 Corinthians 12:12–31). Every member of the body has a unique gift 
to exercise, a ministry distributed by the Holy Spirit. So while it is still true to 
say that the church has ‘first, apostles’ (1 Corinthians 12:28), this does not 
mean that the apostles of the church receive the first honour, before all the 
rest of us. It means that their teaching is the foundation (Ephesians 2:20), at 
the bottom, not at the top.

C.S. Lewis expresses this beautifully in his imaginary bustour around 
heaven and hell in The Great Divorce (Geoffrey Bles, 1946). A beautiful and 
glowing angelic creature appears at the centre of a joyful procession – ‘A per
son of particular importance?’ asks the narrator. Oh yes, the tour guide replies, 
‘She is one of the great ones… Her name on earth was Sarah Smith and she 
lived at Golders Green!’ She was an unknown ‘housewife’ on earth who simply 
lived out of the love of God with all she met. Greatness is measured entirely 
differently in his kingdom.

FURTHER READING
James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark (The Pillar New Testament 

Commentary) (Eerdmans/Apollos, 2002).
Morna D. Hooker, The Gospel According to St Mark (Black’s New Testament 

Commentaries) (Continuum, 1991).
William L. Lane, The Gospel of Mark (The New International Commentary on the 

New Testament) (Eerdmans, 1995).
Tom Wright, Mark for Everyone (SPCK, 2001).
For books on the issue of divorce raised in this section of Mark, see suggestions 

in the ‘Guidelines’ section at the end of the second week.
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