Week 13: Mark 9:14-50: The Disciples’ Unbelief, Pride and Competition 
Hook
[image: A black and white background with orange text

Description automatically generated]
Main Point: Disciples are called to faith, humility and cooperation as one body.
Q: What were your most challenging subjects in school?
Approximately 30 percent of undergraduates will change majors at least once within three years of their initial enrollment.[endnoteRef:2] But not all degrees are equal – below is a list of majors with higher than average attrition rates, according to Student Research Group:  [2:  https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018434/index.asp] 

· Math majors: 52 percent
· Engineering: 50 percent
· Education: 37 percent[endnoteRef:3] [3:  https://studentresearchgroup.com/statistics-about-changing-college-majors/] 

Q: If you attended college, did you (or were you tempted) to switch majors? Why? 
Q: Apart from institutional learning, what are some things that you would like to learn but have never been able to grasp? 
Transition: Today’s lesson will explore the development of the disciples. Despite spending consistent time with Jesus, the apostles fight the pull of unbelief, pride and competition. 
RECAP: In our first lesson, we learned about the author, audience, genre, and occasion of the Gospel of Mark. Gospels are not just stories, biographies or history books, they are proclamations of the Gospel, like sermons. Mark’s focus on Jesus’ action more than His teaching propels us to consider how we will act in response. 
In lessons 2 through 4, we saw how every part of Jesus’ ministry pointed to His kingship as the Messiah they had been waiting for, but in a different kind of kingdom than they expected – a spiritual kingdom that is upside down from the kingdoms of this world. 
In lessons 5 through 7, we saw Jesus behaving differently than the typical religious leaders of His day and flipping their social systems upside down. Some people reacted positively to Him, and others reacted negatively, especially those who didn’t want their world turned upside down, because the status quo was working in their favor. 
In lessons 8 through 10, Jesus performed three God-sized miracles that show us He is not only sent from God; He is God. Most responded negatively to Him, misunderstanding who He was and what He was trying to teach them, even His disciples. 
In lesson 11, we saw that God’s heart, and our mission, is not just for the children of Israel but the whole world. In lesson 12, we saw that the Jewish people and even the disciples didn’t know who Jesus really was or why He came. In this lesson, we’ll see more details about how the disciples were slow to understand. We will hear stories of their unbelief, pride, desire for power and competition with other disciples. And we’ll see Jesus teach them to have faith, be humble, serve others, build each other up, and work together as the body of Christ. 

Week 13: Mark 9:14-50: The Disciples’ Unbelief, Pride and Competition 
Book  
Main Point: Disciples are called to faith, humility and cooperation as one body.
Mark 9:14–29 [Read] 
Talking Point 1: None of us has perfect faith, but we can choose to put our trust in Jesus.
Q: What did Jesus tell this father about those who believe? 
Q: Why were the disciples not able to cast out this demon? 
Jesus, Peter, James and John came down from the Mount of Transfiguration and found the disciples arguing with the scribes, surrounded by a great crowd. In the Gospels, when we see the scribes, they are usually with the Pharisees, but this time it was just the scribes. Scribes were experts in the Mosaic law whose main responsibility was not only preserving the Scriptures through transcribing copies of them, but also studying, interpreting, and teaching the people about them. Scribes followed meticulous procedures for making copies of the Torah to be sure it was done perfectly. They took the Scriptures very seriously. 
The crowd responded to Jesus with joy and awe. Immediately they were amazed and ran up to Him. The scribes doubted He was Messiah; the disciples were confused about what His being the Messiah meant; but the crowd was amazed at Him. When Jesus asked the disciples what they were arguing about, a man from the crowd answered instead of the disciples or the scribes – a father who had brought his demon-possessed son to the disciples, but they could not cast it out. The text doesn’t explicitly tell us what the scribes were arguing about with the disciples. This word for “arguing” is used more for theological debates, not personal fights. It’s likely they were arguing about how they should cast out the demon according to the Law.
The father described the demon – it made his son mute and caused seizures. He fell to the ground, grinded his teeth and foamed at the mouth, then his body went rigid. This had been happening regularly since he was a child. The Bible does not say every time someone has a seizure it’s a demon; other times in Scripture “epilepsy” is listed as a disease (Matthew 4:24). But in this case, it was a demon. The disciples were not able to cast it out, but Jesus did easily. 
The man asked Jesus, “If you can do anything,” and Jesus responded, “If you can!” How could you use the word “if”? Jesus responded that all things are possible for those who believe. Jesus had previously linked healing to faith (Mark 5:34, 36). And in this story, when He heard the disciples were unable to cast this demon out, He called their generation “faithless.” The disciples had shown a lack of faith so many times up to this point! A biblical definition of faith is not just about our intellectual belief; it’s trust. It’s about putting our faith in Jesus. It’s not just believing that a plane can safely take you from Dallas to D.C.; it’s actually getting on that plane. This is what the disciples were missing – putting their trust in Jesus. 
The man responded with a unique and beautifully human statement – “I believe; help my unbelief!” He was admitting his faith was far from perfect. He admitted he needed Jesus to help him with his unbelief. It was a very raw, very humble statement, and Jesus immediately healed his son. Jesus said faith the size of a mustard seed can move mountains (Matthew 17:20). It’s about the act of choosing to put your faith in Jesus, which this man did, and Jesus healed his son. 
When the demon left his body, he was limp as if dead, but Jesus took him by the hand and “lifted him up,” and “he arose,” another instance of Mark using language that points to resurrection (Mark 2:12; 5:42). The disciples asked Jesus why they couldn’t cast it out; they had been able to do it before. Jesus had even given them authority over unclean spirits (Mark 6:7–13). His answer was that it could only come out by prayer. By saying it is “only by prayer” Jesus was reminding them that these things are ultimately in the hands of God; this where their power comes from. The Holy Spirit’s power wasn’t a superpower they were given to use how and when they wanted. The power of the Holy Spirit is to be used at His direction, through prayer in submission to God’s will.
Q: Have you ever felt spiritually challenged or under attack in your life? If you feel comfortable, share an example and how God helped you through it.
Q. The disciples had authority from Jesus but couldn’t cast the demon out this time. What might that tell us about relying on past experiences instead of present dependence on God?
Mark 9:30–37 [Read]
Talking Point 2: Greatness in the kingdom of God is the opposite of the world’s definition of greatness. 
Q: What were the disciples arguing about?  
Q: What did Jesus say makes someone truly great in His kingdom? 
They walked from the Mount of Transfiguration back to Capernaum, about a seven- to eight-hour walk. This is where Peter and Andrew lived, and it had become the center of their ministry, Along the way, Jesus taught them again about His death and Resurrection, but they still didn’t understand. They still expected a political savior, a conquering hero, and His death didn’t make sense to them. They didn’t understand the concept of individual resurrection; they only imagined the resurrection of all humankind at the last judgment (John 11:24).[endnoteRef:4]  [4:  ESV Study Bible (Wheaton: Crossway, 2011).] 

When they got to Capernaum, in “the house” – Peter’s house, their homebase – Jesus asked what they had been discussing among themselves along the way. They didn’t answer because they had been arguing about who was the greatest. But He knew anyway – whether supernaturally or because He overheard them. Jesus sat down and called the Twelve to Him. Sitting was the typical teaching posture of the rabbi. Calling over the Twelve implies there were other disciples from His wider circle around, too, but He was specifically speaking to the Twelve, because, as His chosen ones, they would have expected to become His leadership team in His kingdom, which they still imagined to be a political reality. 
This is why they were arguing about who was the greatest among them. They were imagining who would hold what rank in the kingdom – they were focused on their status. The disciples would have already had ideas about who was the greatest based on the world’s standards. In their culture, people were born into a certain level of honor, with mobility up or down based on things you did or things that happened to you. Most of these disciples were not from high-ranking families. 
In response, Jesus told them that in His kingdom, the idea of “greatest” is different than the way the world thinks of it. In His kingdom, whoever wants to be the greatest must be the servant of all and the last of all. He set a child before them as an example of what it meant to be the least, because, in their culture children had no value. They were considered the property of their fathers. But Jesus took this child into His arms as a shepherd cares for a lamb, and told them whoever received the child (meaning showing him hospitality, caring for him) received Him. 
“Greatness” in the kingdom of God is upside-down from the world. It’s about humility, not pride; serving, not being served. Success in the kingdom of God is not about how much money you make, how high you climb the corporate ladder, or your social status. It’s the way you love and care for the least of these. Jesus redefined greatness.
Q: Describe people you consider “great” in Jesus’ eyes. What are their lives like? How do they impact the world around them? Are they great by the world’s standards? 
Q: In what ways is God leading you to humble yourself and serve others? 
Q. Jesus said that whoever receives a child — the least, the forgotten — receives Him. Who might be “the least of these” in your world today? How can we as a group, and as individuals, actively welcome, serve, and love those people?
[bookmark: _Hlk121329742]Mark 9:38–50 [Read]	
Talking Point 3: Disciples are supposed to build one another up, not compete. 
Q: Why did the disciples try to stop another man from casting out demons in Jesus’ name?  
Q. Why do you think Jesus used such intense, even shocking, language about cutting off hands or feet or gouging out eyes? What truth was He trying to drive home?
After the discussion of the true definition of greatness, John told Jesus that they saw someone casting out demons in His name and tried to stop him because he wasn’t one of them, those following Jesus from place to place. Jesus told them not to stop others from doing mighty works in His name. Even if they weren’t part of their group, “the one who is not against us is for us” (v. 40). We’re on the same team. 
Jesus said whoever even gave the disciples a cup of water because of Him was part of their team and would receive their reward in heaven. But on the flip side, whoever caused lowly believers (including children) to stumble would be punished. The imagery Jesus used is incredibly strong. A millstone is a massive stone used to crush grain. Tying one of these millstones around your neck and being thrown into the sea would kill you. In Capernaum today you can see a group of millstones made of basalt rock that were used to crush grain.[endnoteRef:5] Jesus commonly used images and metaphors from the world directly around Him as He was teaching. But the word Jesus used here actually refers to an even larger stone that was so heavy, it would take a donkey to pull it. In Jewish culture, death without a burial (like this) was considered the worst kind of death.[endnoteRef:6] But even this kind of death would be better than what those who cause a believer to sin will endure.  [5:  Israel Research Trip, Post #10 – DrBarrick.org]  [6:  Craig S. Keener, Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (IVP, 1993)] 

Jesus continued with His intense imagery – if your hand, foot, or eye causes you to sin, cut it off. In the ancient world, it was routine punishment to cut off a thief’s hand, but Jesus was telling them to do this to themselves! Because it’s better to go to heaven missing a hand than to burn in hell. Some Jewish rabbis believed people would be resurrected exactly as they were when they died.[endnoteRef:7] But Scripture tells us that when we are resurrected, we will rise with perfected bodies, and we will be changed in an instant (1 Corinthians 15). Jesus wasn’t disputing that fact about resurrection. He was making an intentionally hyperbolic statement not meant to be taken literally. He wasn’t literally advocating for cutting off your hand, because it’s not your hand that causes you to sin, it’s your heart that needs to be changed! He had just finished teaching them that it’s the inside that matters when it comes to righteousness (Mark 7:20–23). Jesus was saying to cut anything out of your life that causes you to sin. That might mean cutting out of your life certain friends who are bad influences, cutting out going to certain places, or cutting out certain old habits.  [7:  Craig S. Keener, Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (IVP, 1993)
] 

The next section about being salty may seem like a major shift in what Jesus was talking about, but it’s connected to the idea of keeping ourselves from sin. The line about being “salted” with fire makes a transition from talking about the fires of hell to this new section about “saltiness.” Everyone being “salted with fire” means everyone will go through suffering in this life, which can refine us and make us more like Him, like salt. Salt not only adds flavor, but it also preserves food; it protects food from rotting. This is one of our roles in the world – to protect people from rotting from sin. As ambassadors of His kingdom who share the Gospel with the world, we can be like the salt of the earth and keep people from rotting in their sin. When we live at peace with one another in Christian community, we keep our “saltiness.” We keep one another from rotting. We keep one another from sinning. 
All of this is connected to Jesus’ teaching on faith and greatness in the kingdom. Jesus was telling them to quit arguing about who was the greatest and be at peace with one another. Instead of competing, they were to build one another up and keep one another from sinning. They were the body of Christ; they were the kingdom of God; they were the salt of the earth. As the Church, they were called to keep one another in the faith, to spur one another to love and good deeds, to hold one another accountable, to humbly serve one another, and to keep each other salty. We’re all on the same team; we’re not supposed to compete but build up one another.
Q: How have you seen some Christians compete over who is the “best” Christian? What kind of impact does that have on the church? On the community? On the individuals involved? 
Q: How can we build up one another and work together as one body instead of competing against and tearing one another down?


Week 13: Mark 9:14-50: The Disciples’ Unbelief, Pride and Competition 
Took
Main Point: Disciples are called to faith, humility and cooperation as one body.
Teacher, close your time with your group with an object lesson to focus on the transformation that God can accomplish in someone’s life. Consider bringing in an old, worn out leather shoe and shine it in front of the group while you share your own testimony, sharing about how the Holy Spirit breathed life into at the moment of salvation and has continued to restore you to God’s best in your life, day by day. The same disciples who seemed to fail at every turn would become the pillars of the early church; the same disciples of whom it was said in Acts 4:13 “ Now when they (religious leaders of the day) saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that they had been with Jesus.”
CHALLENGES
THINK: What would it look like if there were no pride or competition in our churches? If no one tried to be the best or the greatest, but everyone served one another in humility and love? What kind of community would that create? What kind of impact would it have on the world? What would it be like if we all put our trust in Jesus for everything? If we followed the leading of the Holy Spirit at every move? How would our lives be different? How would our church community be different? How would our world be different? 
PRAY for God to keep you salty, to help you stay pure and not start rotting away in your sin. Pray for His guidance and leading to know how to encourage and support other believers to stay salty. Pray for our church to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world to the world around us, showing them Christ’s goodness and love.
ACT: Build up. Find at least one person you can build up this week, someone you can support, encourage, or challenge to grow deeper in their faith. If you don’t already have an accountability group or accountability partners, create one. If you already have one, reach out to that person and discuss how you can support each other and help keep each other salty. 
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