
Supplementary Paper B 

 

Gospel:  Mark 9:30-37 
30 They went on from there and passed through Galilee. He did not want anyone to know it; 31 for 

he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is to be betrayed into human 

hands, and they will kill him, and three days after being killed, he will rise again.” 32 But they did 

not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him. 

Who Is the Greatest? 
33 Then they came to Capernaum; and when he was in the house he asked them, “What were you 

arguing about on the way?” 34 But they were silent, for on the way they had argued with one an-

other who was the greatest. 35 He sat down, called the twelve, and said to them, “Whoever wants 

to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” 36 Then he took a little child and put it among 

them; and taking it in his arms, he said to them, 37 “Whoever welcomes one such child in my name 

welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes not me but the one who sent me.” 

 
 

1. The prophetic gesture with a little child can be misread.  
John Dominic Crossan   ((Historical Jesus, P 269) 

Crossan helps us to hear the message in its cultural setting.  
He notes that children were not the objects of sentimental affection as they can be in our culture: 

 
But what would ordinary Galilean peasants have thought about children? Would "like a 
child" have immediately meant being humble, being innocent, being new, being credulous? 
Go back, if you will, to those papyrus fragments quoted in chapter 1 of this book and think 
for a moment of the infants, often female but male as well, abandoned at birth by their 
parents and saved from the rubbish dumps to be reared as slaves. Pagan writers were, 
according to Menahem Stern, rather surprised that Jewish parents did not practice such 
potential infanticide (1976-84:1.33, 2.41), but still, to be a child was to be a nobody, with 
the possibility of becoming a somebody absolutely dependent on parental discretion and 
parental standing in the community. That, I think, is the heart of the matter with all other 
allusions or further interpretations clustering around that central and shocking metaphor. 
A kingdom of the humble, of the celibate, or of the baptized comes later. This comes first: a 
kingdom of children is a kingdom of nobodies.'  

 

2 Tom Wright  Mark for Everyone (New Testament for Everyone Book) 

(Tom Wright is speaking about the disciples singing dumb – afraid to ask him) …… 

“At this stage we can not only sympathize with the disciples; we must ask ourselves whether we 

do the same thing. When God is trying to say something to us, how good are we at listening? Is 

there something in scripture, or something we’ve heard in church, or something we sense going 

on around us, through which God is speaking to us – and if so, are we open to it? Are we 

prepared to have our earlier ways of understanding things taken apart so that a new way of 

understanding can open up instead?  A sign that the answer may still be ‘no’ is if, like the disciples 

in the next paragraph, we are still concerned about our own status, about what’s in it for us. If we 

are thinking that by following Jesus we will enhance our own prestige, our sense of self-worth (so 

highly prized today, but so easily leading to a narcissistic sense that the gospel exists to make us 

feel good about ourselves), or even our bank balance, then we’re very unlikely to be able to hear 

what God is actually saying. Certainly Jesus must have been frustrated and disappointed that the 



disciples could only worry about their own relative status. That’s the trouble with understanding 

half the message – the half they wanted to understand: if Jesus is Messiah, then we are royal 

courtiers-in-waiting! They will spend the next several chapters with the same idea in their heads, 

until the shocking truth dawns. To try to jolt them out of their upside-down thinking, Jesus, not for 

the last time, uses a child as a teaching aid. Aside from normal family affection children were not 

rated highly in the ancient world; they had no status or prestige. The point Jesus is making here is 

that the disciples won’t gain particular favour or social standing because they are his followers; 

anyone who receives even a child in Jesus’ name will receive Jesus himself, and thereby will 

receive also ‘the one who sent me’ – a way of referring to God which may remind us more of 

John’s gospel. In other words, anyone at all associated with Jesus can become the means of 

access to royalty, and even to divinity; the disciples aren’t special in that sense at all. This lesson 

resonates out into the centuries of church history in which so many have thought that being close 

to Jesus, even working full-time for him, made them somehow special. Those who have really 

understood his message know that things aren’t like that. As Jesus goes to the cross, turning 

upside down everything his disciples had imagined, he is also turning upside down the way 

people, including Christians, still think. If we feel sorry for the disciples in their confusion, we 

should ask ourselves just how confused we ourselves still are”. 

 

 


