
29 June                  Mark 9:42-50 
 

MAIN POINT: It’s better to lose everything than to go to hell. 
 
 

Background 
Three sayings are grouped together relating to ‘causes of sin’ (vv.42-47); ‘fire’ (vv.48-49); 
and ‘salt’ (vv.49-50. It may well have been that originally they were oral teaching that 
expressed something of the nature of discipleship. Since teaching on those topics occurs 
elsewhere in the gospels, it is likely that Jesus taught on them on several occasions. 
 
The ‘little ones’ referred to here (v.42) do not mean children, but to any disciples of Jesus. 
The faith of any believer (whoever they are) is of supreme importance and of great value. 
This verse ‘is a sober warning against inhibiting, injuring or destroying the faith of simple 
and ordinary disciples’ (Edwards, Mark, 293). ‘Causes to sin’ means ‘to cause to stumble’ or 
‘to offend’. The millstone was large and had to be turned by a donkey (it was not the small 
hand-mill used in the home). The watery grave indicates the finality of divine judgment.   
 
vv.43-47 is not dealing with self-mutilation to free us from sin. Each day sin invades our 
lives. ‘We express our sinfulness through what we do with our hands, what we gaze at with 
our eyes, where we go with our feet’ (Ferguson, Mark, 154). Rather we must not ‘let the 
world around you squeeze you into its own mould, but let God re-mould your minds from 
within’ (Rom. 12:2, J. B. Phillips). We must say ‘no’ to the world, the flesh and the devil. 
 
‘Fire and salt (vv.48-50) both test and prove substances, and because of this they are 
helpful metaphors of discipleship’ (Edwards, 295). Salt is seen as a preservative. ‘Christians 
are a preservative in society, apart from which society will become rotten’ (Edwards, 295). 
 
‘Fire and salt’ (v.49) only occurs here in Mark’s gospel. They may well ‘be symbols of the 
trials and costs of discipleship. Discipleship to Jesus lays a total claim on one’s life; in the 
language of sacrifice, it must be totally consuming or it is worthless’ (Edwards, 296).  
 
There are several references here to ‘hell’ (vv.43, 45, 47), that is to Gehenna. It was situated 
outside of the city of Jerusalem. A place for the city refuse. A place for burning rubbish. ‘It 
smoked and smouldered at all times like some vast incinerator’ (Barclay, Mark, 239). It came 
to be associated with punishment and judgment, ruin and destruction.  It was ‘hell’! 
 
The walls of mediaeval churches were a blaze of colour. As early as the 7th century the 
walls of Hexham abbey were ‘decorated with pictures and colours of great and wonderful 
variety’. Throughout the land the most common was the ‘doom’ painting above the chancel 
arch. It was a picture of Christ in majesty, the final judgment and the separation of the 
sheep and the goats. This was a powerful image to portray to the congregation in the nave, 
and a weekly reminder to the worshippers of their own mortality and of the reality of the 
final judgment. Have we forgotten these words: ‘It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands 
of the living God’ (Heb. 10:31)? 
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As a group read Mark 9:42-50, then discuss the following questions: 
 
 
Q1 Give examples of how we might cause other people (whether Christians or 

non-Christians) to stumble. If we have knowingly done this what should be 
our next course of action? 

 
 
Q2 How supportive are we of Christians who do fall and what efforts do we 

make to restore them?  
 
 
Q3 In what ways do we willingly let the world squeeze us into its mould?  

(Rom. 12:2 J. B. Phillips). In what way are we distinctive or do we blend in 
with the rest and are no different from them? 

 
 
Q4 In what ways are Christians a preservative in society? Does this mean that 

we are nothing more than a ‘preservation society’? 
 
 
Q5 Following the study, what one thing has challenged and encouraged you 

most? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prayer: 
Pray for the work of the Christian Institute in tackling the big picture and for each 
of us to be salt and light in our place of work and locality. As a group spend a few 

moments identifying your Frontline and pray very specifically for each other. 


