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Mark 9: 38-50 
JOHN SAID TO HIM, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, and we 
tried to stop him, because he was not following us.”  But Jesus said, “Do not stop him, for no one 
who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me.  Whoever 
is not against us is for us.  For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because 
you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.  If any of you put a stumbling 
block before one of these little ones who believe in me, it would be better for you if a great 
millstone were hung around your neck and you were thrown into the sea.  If your hand causes 
you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to have two hands and go 
to hell, to the unquenchable fire.  And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for 
you to enter life lame than to have two feet and be thrown into hell.  And if your eye causes you 
to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than to have 
two eyes and be thrown into hell, where their worm never dies, and the fire is never 
quenched.  For everyone will be salted with fire.  Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, 
how can you season it?  Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” 
  
Good morning!  This morning’s third reading from Mark includes some really serious warnings 

from Jesus to the disciples.  It also includes some verses that, it has been written by some, are 

among the hardest to grasp in the New Testament.  Difficult as they may be, the words Jesus uses 

are stern, and his choice of wording calls us to pay attention, and listen to what he is saying.    

      The first time we read through this, it might come across to us that Jesus is kind of rambling, 

or jumping from one idea to the next - thoughts disconnected, almost as though they were spoken 

at different times, and Mark had just decided to put them together here as he was writing.  Jesus’ 

message goes from admonishing John and the others from trying to stop someone outside of their 

group from healing in Jesus’ name, to a warning about causing those who believe in him to 

stumble, to warnings about dealing with their own stumblings (and the consequences of not 

dealing with those stumblings), to the last couple of verses, which talk about salt. 

     While these may at first reading seem kind of disconnected, when we go back and read it as a 

whole, and let it sink in, as a single message that Jesus is trying to convey, it may become clearer 

what he’s trying to say.   
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     It starts with John confessing to Jesus that he and the other disciples tried to “shut down” the 

demon-casting operation of someone who was an “outsider” from Jesus’ immediate group.  The 

reason John gave was that they did so because the guy was not part of Jesus’ immediate group of 

followers.  It sounds like John is saying that the man was not “authorized” to do that, but to use 

the name of Jesus is the same as working under his authority.  The man, by casting out demons 

in Jesus’ name, was bringing glory to Jesus’ name.  Jesus tells the disciples that people who are 

doing these kinds of deeds of power under Jesus’ authority are on the side of Christ, even though 

they may not be considered part of Jesus’ group of followers.  There is no option of neutrality, no 

“Switzerland” when it comes to Jesus -- everyone is either for him and his followers, or against 

them.  Jesus seems to be saying, “Have tolerance of those who aren’t card-carrying members of 

‘the group’ or ‘the official organization’ if they are nonetheless doing deeds that glorify my 

name… they are not the opposition.”   

     Those people, instead of their efforts being shut down because they were not “sanctioned” by 

the official organization, should be encouraged and supported in their efforts to glorify Jesus.  In 

verse 41, Jesus talks to the disciples about what it means to help those who bear the name of 

Christ.  Bearing “the name of Christ” is like associating oneself with Christ, having the same 

character as Christ, the characteristics/power/authority of Christ flowing through oneself.  If you 

are doing the work of Christ, and someone does something as simple as provide you with some 

cold water when you need it because they are supporting you and encouraging you in your 

efforts, then they will be rewarded.   Because when a person serves another who is “in Christ” - 

someone who is serving Christ - for the very reason that that person bears the name of Christ, the 

first is really serving Christ as well, and there is no higher service than this.  And by accepting 
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their service, those in Christ draw those who appear to be outside the Christian community more 

closely into it.  It brings about a kind of unifying effect in these people. 

     In verse 42, Jesus shows the disciples the “flip side” of the reward for those who encourage 

and support Christ’s servants.   This line seems to refer back to the attempt that John and the 

others had made to “shut down” the demon-caster who was not a part of their group.  Jesus tells 

his well-meaning but thoroughly misguided disciples that if they “put a stumbling block” in front 

of those who believe in Christ and seek to serve him, the consequences will be terrifying.  A 

stumbling block is generally meant to be anything that leads or causes someone to sin; in the 

context of these verses, it may be thought of as being an obstacle to progress - thwarting one’s 

efforts, questioning one’s “credentials,” leveling criticism, and heaping discouragement such that 

the person no longer seeks to follow and serve him.  That is divisive behavior.  Jesus does not 

want his followers to thwart and discourage those who want to serve Christ and glorify his name; 

instead, he warns that we’d be better off if, rather than discouraging and making it difficult for 

others who believe in Jesus and want to follow and serve him, we were thrown into the sea with 

a heavy millstone tied around our necks.   That is a warning that should terrify us!   

     In verses 43 through 48 Jesus uses language that, while it should not be taken literally, is 

intentionally worded to make a deep impression on us. Following verse 42 about the dangers of 

causing other believers to stumble, Jesus tells us in very vivid terms what we need to do in order 

for us to “enter life” if we find something that is causing us to “stumble.”  In verse 47, Jesus 

paraphrases what it means “to enter life” by referring to it as entering “the kingdom of God.”  If 

something is keeping us from progressing, if something is holding us back or dragging us down, 

we’re better off cutting it out of our lives, and it may require drastic measures, because the 

alternative is to end up in eternity in hell.  Jesus talks of hell as a very real place, and based on 
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the images he uses to describe it - of worms that never die and fires that never go out - it is 

clearly not a pleasant place.  And if one needs to take such drastic measures to avoid it, then it is 

definitely not a pleasant place to spend eternity.  Of course, working these things out in our 

minds and taking them to their logical conclusion, we eventually get to the point where we come 

to understand that ultimately, sin is inherent in our human nature - it’s not really our eyes, or our 

hands, or feet that cause us to stumble.  Our stumbling comes from deep within us - from our 

hearts, and there is nothing we can do on our own to completely eliminate the sin in our hearts so 

as to purify and perfect ourselves.  When we come to the realization that in ourselves we are 

powerless against sin, we do the only thing we can do, which is really the most drastic thing we 

can do:  we die to ourselves, turning to Jesus and submitting ourselves to him, and accept the free 

offer of grace in him, made possible by his costly sacrifice.   

     The final two verses in this morning’s passage transition from imagery of “fire” to imagery of 

“salt.”  These are the verses that, it has been written by some, are among the hardest to grasp in 

the New Testament.  It has also been suggested by a number of bible scholars that these verses 

may not have been spoken by Jesus at the same time as the rest of his discourse in this passage; 

rather, they may have been memorable sound bites spoken by Jesus at various times that Mark 

wanted to make sure were recorded somewhere in his Gospel account.  I certainly don’t know if 

that’s true or not - it may be so, but as we read it, we can see how these verses might reasonably 

fit together within the context of the rest of the verses. 

      I will read just these two verses again:   

“For everyone will be salted with fire.  Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, how 

can you season it?  Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”   
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     That verse 49 is a tough one:  “For everyone will be salted with fire.”  Of course there’s a 

chance I’m overthinking it, but as we read this over, we may begin to think that Jesus is referring 

to “everyone” being “salted with fire” as followers of Christ who are made acceptable to God as 

living sacrifices for His glory.  Certain Old Testament sacrifices were required to be salted 

(Leviticus 2:13); salt is symbolic of purity and preservation.  Being “salted with fire” suggests a 

purifying fire of God that is applied to us in order to satisfy Him as a sacrifice for His glory.  It is 

the fire that makes us “salted” -- through this fire-salting process, we essentially become “the 

salt” that Jesus refers to as “good” in the next verse.   

     So we become “good salt” by this fire, and that’s good (!).  Salt was such an important 

substance in Jesus’ time.  At that time, it was essential as a preservative, and was and still is used 

in cooking and eating to add flavor to food.   God adds his “salt” to the world to defend against 

corruption and to add flavor to it.  However, clearly Jesus is suggesting that salt can lose its 

saltiness, which is the thing that makes it “good” in the first place.  The possibility of losing the 

quality that makes us “good” for the world, and thus becoming useless to God, is something that 

Jesus is cautioning can happen if we don’t take measures to prevent it. 

     The final line in verse 50 kind of summarizes the whole point of Jesus' remarks:  “Have salt 

in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”  This morning’s passage is part of a larger 

lesson that actually began a few verses earlier, which we heard last week, with the disciples 

arguing which of them was the greatest while they made their way to Capernaum.  The disciples 

did not always get along with each other, and as we see this morning, they did not act kindly 

toward others outside of their group who believed in Christ and sought to follow and serve 

him.  Jesus is trying to get his disciples to understand that by arguing among themselves and by 

coming down on and discouraging true believers and followers of Christ who are not part of their 
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group, they lose that essential quality that God has put in them: the “saltiness” that God has 

placed in us to purify and enrich the world.   

     The world watches Jesus’ followers.  When they see arguing and bickering among them, and 

division, and contesting for greatness, and suspicion and accusation and discouragement of 

different groups of true followers of Jesus, the world sees salt that has no saltiness - it has no 

effect on the world.  It’s only when Christians are in Christ, united - encouraging each other, 

supporting each other, serving each other (with a cup of cold water when needed), and having 

salt within ourselves as a community so as to be at peace with one another - can we be effective 

as the purifying, preserving, flavor-enhancing “salt” that God has placed in the world.  Our 

country, and the world, is seriously struggling with division these days.  It is only in Christ that 

we can achieve true unity.  It is so important for us to have the salt within our Christian 

community to be at peace with one another, so that we can get this message out to a weary world 

that is corrupted and desperately in need of it.   

      Amen. 


