
Who Are the Little Ones? 

Read Mark 9:38-50 

 It’s been many years since I read C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, so if you 

really want to fact check me you can ask Jean for any corrections needed.  She 

still has a memory.  In the mythical, mystical land of Narnia where animals can 

talk and trees can walk, young Lucy begins to sight the great Aslan, the lion who 

represents Christ in the books.  He inspires both awe and fear in Lucy, who is 

drawn to him but hesitant to draw near.  Mr. Beaver begins to tell her about the 

majestic lion.  Then Lucy asks, “Is he safe?”  “Safe,” says Mr. Beaver; “He’s not 

safe but he’s good!” 

 In recent weeks we’ve been reading from Mark’s Gospel about Jesus.  

We’ve heard him call a Gentile woman seeking healing for her demon possessed 

daughter a dog. “It’s not right to give the children’s bread to the dogs.”  Huh?  

Then we heard Jesus calling one of his best friends Satan: “Get behind me Satan; 

you are not on God’s side but humans.”  What?  Now this: we hear Jesus talking 

about plucking out our eye, or chopping off a hand or a foot.  

 Jean’s neurotic grandmother, Granny Bentley, used to threaten people 

who displeased her with losing a head or a finger if they didn’t change their ways.  

I know because I was one who received her warning. I expected that from her, but 

Jesus?  What happened to gentle Jesus, meek and mild?  Is he safe?  Is he 

dangerous?  Is he dangerous but good? 

 Juxtaposed to these episodes are verses that depict Jesus taking a little 

child in his lap in order to instruct the prestige and privilege seeking disciples who 

were wrangling about who was the greatest: “Unless you become like these little 

ones you cannot receive the kingdom of God.  The least shall be the greatest, the 

last will be first.  Whoever causes one of these little ones to stumble, it would be 

better for them to have a great millstone tied around their neck and be cast into 

the sea.”  Jesus is both protective and severe.  He elevates the lowly to humble 

the haughty.  He is safe to the former and dangerous to all who walk in pride.  

Jesus is both safe and dangerous but he is always good! 



 Sometimes we struggle to put all this safety and severity together in one 

human package named Jesus.  Many of us raised our children watching Mr. 

Roger’s neighborhood together with them.  Fred Rogers, an ordained 

Presbyterian minister, would glide on set, exchanging his suit jacket for a 

comfortable blue sweater and his dress shoes for sneakers, while singing, “It’s a 

beautiful day in the neighborhood, a beautiful day for a neighbor, would you be 

mine, could you be mine, won’t you be my neighbor?”  Everything about him 

exuded calm and safety.  Then he would reassure little bathers that they could 

never go down the drain after which he would put Henrietta pussycat on the 

trolley and head off for the land of make believe. 

 Lots of folks want Jesus to be like that.  For many folks Jesus is like that.  In 

the milquetoast gospel, never is heard a discouraging word and the skies are not 

cloudy all day.  There is no mention of drowning by millstones of judgment 

hanging around anyone’s neck. 

 To those who hold such a Mr. Rogers view of Jesus these harsh scriptures 

are jarring at best. Many who heard them in person began to drift back into their 

old lives thinking, “This is too much!”  To many of us who have come after, we’ve 

thought it better just to skim these parts of the Bible and move on to the more 

comforting verses.  It’s best to make Jesus both safe and good.  But that is simply 

not an honest treatment of scripture nor an apt depiction of Jesus.  

I’m guessing Jesus didn’t seem that safe to the gentile woman he called a 

dog, but she wasn’t looking for safety; she was looking for power to heal her 

daughter.  I’m guessing that Jesus didn’t seem safe to Peter who sidled up to 

Jesus just trying to help only to get called the devil for thanks.  And I’m guessing 

that Jesus didn’t seem safe to this crowd that Jesus threatened with hell unless 

they went to some extreme measures to show their devotion. 

How shall we understand this eye-plucking, hand and foot-amputating 

standard for discipleship?  The first thing to keep in mind is that Jesus must surely 

have seen himself in a warfare situation.  The Jews wanted a military Messiah too.  

They just had identified the wrong enemy.  Jesus had nothing to say about the 

Romans.  He wouldn’t even answer in his own defense when being examined by 



the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, other than to say, “My kingdom is not of this 

world.” 

Jesus’ mission to bring salvation was an invasion of earthly kingdoms with 

the power and authority of the Kingdom of God.  But the real enemies were not 

of flesh and blood but of principalities and powers in heavenly places that kept 

human beings bound up in sin and rebellion that kept us all derailed from living in 

the unbridled goodness that God our creator intended.  And this warfare was not, 

is not, child’s play.  A kindly Jesus with a soothing voice did not come to place us 

as passengers on the trolley to the land of make believe. He came to set us free 

from sin and death.  

In order not to get distracted, Jesus maintained a laser-like focus upon his 

purpose.  In his goodness he is telling us to do the same.  He uses severe language 

to get and keep our attention, to keep us focused upon things that really matter, 

things that have eternal impact upon us and those who live around us in our lives. 

Jesus said, “If your eye offends you pluck it out.”  The fact is, almost all of us 

have been led astray many times simply by how we’ve used our eyes.  Most of us 

have looked at another person and used or abused them. You will say, “I’ve never 

used and abused anyone in my life.”  Really?  Have you ever gossiped, ever said 

something behind someone’s back that you would never say to their face?  These 

are a misuse and abuse of another’s personhood.  Let me answer that for you: yes 

you have.  The honest answer is yes.   

Have you ever experienced lust, treating another person as an object who 

exists for your pleasure?  How about having envy or jealousy, or been caught up 

in strife, all because the way in which you perceived another person?  Have you 

ever been in a situation in which you wanted to come out on top, to get what you 

wanted?   

Has what you saw ever enticed you to buy something you did not need or 

to go into debt that you couldn’t afford?  Have you ever gone left when you 

should have gone right?  Our eyes can lead us astray and do quite often.  The 



Good Shepherd speaks as he does to ward off the dangers that would devour our 

lives.  

 Do you want a savior who cares that much, who cares enough to speak 

with tough language out of love, or would you rather have a savior who would be 

much easier to take if he just let you drift, making your own bed to lie in when the 

consequences hit?  If we took Jesus literally there’d be lots of one-eyed people 

walking around.  But if we took Jesus seriously there’d be a lot more free people 

walking around. 

The same thing applies to hands that get us involved in things we have no 

business getting involved in and to feet that take us places that are not good for 

us to go.  In the addiction recovery movement they have a little formula designed 

to help people get free and stay clean: people, places, and things.  An addict 

cannot afford to hang around the same people, go to the same places, and be 

involved with the same things.  Recovery demands changes in all these arenas of 

life if there is any hope for freedom. Otherwise, an addict will continue to be 

ensnared in the vicious circle of misery with each season of recovery followed by 

an increasingly devastating experience of relapse. 

Jesus has invaded a world where people are addicted to sin.  And Jesus is 

good enough to be tough on sin, while at the same time being tender hearted and 

merciful.  He’s not safe where sin is concerned, but he’s good where sinners are 

concerned.  It’s a beautiful blend.  Only God is wise enough to hold justice and 

mercy in perfect balance.   

We only know this about God as we behold and believe that Jesus Christ is 

the Son of God who manifests God’s heart truly and completely in this world.  

Where else have you ever found such grace and personal concern for your eternal 

health?  The world is full of belief systems that chronicle the human search for 

God.  Christian faith is the only one I can name where God comes searching for 

human beings with love and salvation on God’s mind. 

 Returning to our text for today, we hear the disciples reporting to Jesus 

that they had found someone, not one of their merry band, casting out demons in 



Jesus’ name.  How dare he do such a thing?  He was not part of the inner circle.  

The twelve had a front row seat.  They were the called.  They were the chosen.  

They were in the exclusive disciples’ club.  They were superior in every way to 

such “little ones,” little in prestige and lower in position.  The disciples expected 

Jesus to say, “Nice work.  We have to keep the power to ourselves lest some 

unauthorized one use it.” 

 But of course that is not what Jesus said.  He said, “Do not stop him; for no 

one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterwards to speak 

evil of me.  Whoever is not against us is for us.”  Bible scholar N. T. Wright 

suggests that those rebuked by the disciples were some of the little ones Jesus 

had in mind when he warned the disciples, and therefore us as well, not to 

become the cause of their stumbling. On second thought, maybe the class of little 

ones is more extensive than simply those who are chronologically young.  It could 

well be that Jesus has in mind, not just little children, but disciples who may not 

be sophisticated or mature in some way or another.  I think it’s worth a look. 

 In the church it is a challenge to maintain the balance between passionate 

commitment and merciful acceptance. Any congregation has a mixture of people 

who are active participants in the mission on the one hand and passive consumers 

on the other who come just to get something out of it.  Then there are those who 

keep their so called membership active just in case they might need the church in 

the future.  It is oh so tempting for those in the highly committed core to become 

disdainful of those who are outliers.   

There is a danger here.  The church begins to develop fault lines between 

the judges and the judged.  In that case everyone is stumbling.  The committed 

stumble into self-righteousness and the less committed stumble because they if 

they become aware that others are judging them they will turn away, offended 

and insulted by those who they say are “holier than thou.”  The only one 

authorized and qualified to judge another person’s commitment is the Lord.  The 

rest of us will get it wrong at least 99% of the time.  

The other minefield in the church involves stumbling in the field of 

doctrine.  Who is right and who is wrong?  What are the fundamentals, the 



irreducible minimums beyond which a believer may not go?  To be sure, there is 

sound doctrine and unsound doctrine.  There is orthodoxy and there is heresy.  

But many of our squabbles are over things that may be important but not 

ultimate. 

I have a Methodist friend who finds himself in disagreement with his bishop 

over one of the hot-button items of our day.  He said I know what I believe about 

the subject and that my bishop and I disagree.  Then he said something I found to 

be quite wise.  He said it is possible for people of good faith to differ on issues but 

is equally important when you think you are right to hold your opinion in a 

gracious way.  How you think what you think is important along with what you 

think! 

I’ve been in contact with people who were passionate overall kinds of 

ecclesiastical issues. I’ve also been in contact with people who loved less 

important things like the Christmas bazaar at church while others thought it was a 

waste of time, energy, and resources and who deemed those who cared about it 

to be spiritually immature.   

Believe it or not, churches split over such things.  People get offended for 

one reason or another and become church nomads.  I guess that’s why every 

month around the world, numerous new denominations are sprouting up like 

weeds.  My assessment?  There’s a whole lot of stumbling going on, among the 

little ones and the so-called big ones. 

I don’t know how you assess yourself in all this, but I know where I stand.  I 

am one of the little ones.  I know how little I know.  I know my capacity for 

incomplete knowledge and imperfect wisdom. I know the years of hard work and 

study I’ve put in trying to understand things too lofty for me and I believe God has 

been very patient with me.  Sometimes in God’s love I have received a stinging 

rebuke, but most often I have received God’s gentle guidance, God’s forbearance 

and merciful forgiveness.  And I’ve come to know that God will never give up on 

me.  If I stumble, it won’t be God’s fault but it will be God’s concern.  And God will 

repeatedly lift me up until I go through the door into the house of the Lord, there 

to live forever. 



I guess I could sum up the purpose of this sermon in very few words: get 

focused and be humble.  And remember Christ’s new commandment: love one 

another.  If you do these, you will at the last hear the words that will heal you 

perfectly forever: “Well done, good and faithful servant; enter the joy of your 

master.”   


