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Sermon Mark 9: 38-50 “Stumbling” Rev’d Maggie Rode 27/09/15 

Our Gospel reading this morning is thought to be a collection of stories and sayings 
collected and edited by Mark from different contexts. Even if that is the case, we 
should assume that he had something in mind as well as an overall theme. I think 
we can therefore believe that the first audiences who received the Gospel of Mark 
would have recognised themselves in the disciples’ sense of competition as to who 
could use Jesus name, who is right and who has authority.  
 
This man the disciples had unearthed was acting in Jesus name and casting out 
demons. How could he possibly do that, they felt, as he was not one of them – that 
was their job. How ironic is this, when earlier on in chapter 9 they had been unable 
to exorcise an unclean spirit from a boy. Now here was someone who was not one of 
them doing the same thing successfully. Jesus tells them in no uncertain terms to 
stop resting on their supposedly privileged status. 
 
All Jesus’ disciples wanted to be the best and closest to Him. Martin Luther King 
called this the “Drum Major Instinct”. It is there deep down in all of us, in some of 
us stronger than others, as an instinct – a desire to be out the front, a desire to lead 
the parade, a desire to be first. And we find it through all aspects of life. So before 
we condemn the disciples, let’s realise that this instinct to be important to surpass 
others, to achieve distinction, to lead the parade – to be the best, to be part of the 
best is in all of us. 
 
I’m sure, in one form or another, most of you have heard the story about a man who 
arrived in heaven after dying. As he was being shown around by Saint Peter and 
some of the angels he noticed a huge hedge surrounding one part of heaven. There 
was a ‘Quiet Please’ sign positioned at the side of the hedge. The man turned to St 
Peter and the angels and asked “Why is that hedge and that sign there?”  
St Peter replied “That’s where the Anglicans go. They think they are all alone up 
here” You can of course insert any denomination you like into the punch line. 
 
Behind the humour of this story there is a seriousness and it bears out what Jesus is 
saying. The disciples thought they had uncovered some wrongdoing. The Greek 
word skandalon is used in every verse from 42-47 and is now usually translated as 
stumbling block, not scandal, as the modern day meaning of the word scandal has 
changed.  Jesus warns them and us that finger pointing and thinking you are better 
than anyone else can distract us so that we do harm and cause others to stumble. 
Sometimes even our best intentions can have unintended consequences for 
innocent bystanders. Indeed great damage is done to the gospel when Christians are 
pre-occupied with infighting and self- righteous proclamations about others. 
 
Jesus could not be clearer. He is talking about the damage that his own followers 
can do. He uses the image of drowning to get his point across. It’s better to be 
thrown into the sea with a millstone around your neck than to harm “these little 
ones”. It is interesting that Jesus lays bare the real dangers within the Christian 
community, particularly between the more mature Christians and those who have 
recently come to faith “the little ones”. In these verses the followers who are closest 
to Christ ie the disciples, carry a huge responsibility as a result of their intimacy 
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with Christ. Perhaps we should remember too that carelessness in our discipleship 
can do irreparable damage to those most vulnerable within the body of Christ. 
 
But what about the graphic language Jesus uses about cutting off hands and feet 
and plucking out eyes. Virtually all scholars agree that these commands are not to 
be taken literally. They refer to parts of one’s personality and humanness which 
may from time to time cause one to stumble, that is, bring about one’s downfall as a 
follower of Jesus. 
 
We should however, apply these sayings to wider issues. The first thing to note is 
that discipleship is difficult and demands sacrifices. Nothing is meant to get in the 
way of whole life discipleship. Some of us use the saying “Everything in moderation”  
Does that mean we can have sin in moderation? No!  We should reject sin – there’s 
nothing special in that, difficult though it may be. Fighting it can feel as drastic as 
cutting off hands or feet or plucking out eyes. 
 
Perhaps the most difficult challenge comes to us who have been Christians for many 
years and who may, dare I say it, have become complacent. We can coast along on a 
low level of discipleship and maybe not really like to contemplate the more radical 
demands of our faith. Our faith may have become more of a woolly blanket than a 
challenge. 
 
But, we have been given some clear warnings from Jesus – if we prevent others 
following him and causing them to stumble, or if we stumble ourselves because of 
complacency we risk total ruin. 
 
Jesus tells us there is a choice of two destinies in eternity – one full of joy in his 
Father’s presence , the other empty of it, having chosen to be absent from the 
Father’s love. If we have known the grace of God the choice should not be difficult. 
Amen 
 
 


