
Group Study Outline 
 
 

LAUNCHING 

What makes someone ‘great’ in our world/in the eyes of our world? 
In what ways is Jesus ‘great’? 
 
 

QUESTIONS 

READ Mark 9:14-32 
 

Jesus and three disciples have just returned from the mountain where He was 

‘transfigured’ before them (9:2b-3).   
Describe the scene they encounter as they come back down in the valley. 

What is the issue for the disciples? (cf 14, 18, 19, 28-29 … and cf 6:7,13) 

What does Jesus say the real problem is (19)? 

What is Jesus’ solution in 19? 
 

We are given more detail here about boy’s problem than in any other miracle: 
what picture emerges? 

What does the evil spirit do to him, and what does it want to achieve?   

 (where have we seen similar aspirations from demons before in Mark?) 
 ? use X-references re ‘water’ and ‘fire’ as the means of God’s judgement 

Is this miracle significantly more difficult for Jesus than other miracles? 

 

What is Jesus’ explanation for the disciples’ inability? 
Why do they need to pray? 

Why doesn't Jesus pray if that is the only way ‘this kind can be driven out’? 

What is this telling us about Jesus? 
 How does this link to what the three disciples witnessed up the mountain? 

 

What does Jesus want the father to recognise (in 23-24), before the miracle? 
How does this link to what Jesus wants his disciples to learn too? 

 

Is verse 32 a complete change of subject? 
What links the death of Jesus to what this story has been teaching us? 

Does this story give us any clues about why Jesus died? 
 
 

CONCLUSION / APPLICATION 

In what ways are we like the disciples? 
Jesus uses this story to train his disciples (29): what is Jesus teaching them/us 

 about ourselves? 

 about him? 

 about the cross? 
In what ways is Jesus ‘great’? (cf 35) 

 

What should be our response to this story, in terms of … 
 how we think about Jesus and what he came to do 

 what this story teaches us about what our friends and family need 

Mark 9:14-32 
 

Mark at a glance 
 

When we read Mark’s Gospel, we are listening to Mark preaching the gospel: 
he’s not merely telling us a story, but aiming to persuade us about who Jesus is 

and what he came to do … so that we respond to Jesus accordingly. 
 

Mark 1:1 sets up the whole book: ‘the beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 

the Son of God.’  It is a story about some good news, and the news concerns 
Jesus … who is the Christ (the anointed king promised in the OT) and the Son 

of God (another OT kingly title showing a unique relationship to God the Father). 
 

This opening statement is reflected in the two halves of the book. The first half 

(1:1-8:29) begins with a declaration from the heavens about Jesus’ identity (at 
his baptism) and ends with someone (Peter) realising that Jesus is the Christ.  

The second half (8:30-end) begins with an early declaration from the heavens 

about Jesus’ identity (at the transfiguration) and ends with someone (a Roman 
soldier) realising that Jesus is the Son of God. 
 

In broad terms, the first half of the book concentrates on who Jesus is, with 

bold demonstrations of his awesome authority over everything.  And then at 

8:31, Jesus begins to teach that he must suffer and die, and that he must do that  
to give his life as a ransom for many. 

 

Theme Sentence for 8:31-9:1 
 

Jesus only can save us from destruction … and that is why he died. 
 

How this passage fits in 
 

This story is not straightforward.  Of course it is another wonderful miracle, but  

 since ch 6, every miracle has more significance than just ‘Jesus is powerful’ 

 there are only two miracles in second half of Mark (cf 10:46-52) compared 
to the 18-or-more in the first half of the gospel: a drastic reduction 

 there is more detail here than any other exorcism.   
 

So what is the point of this story?  The focus is on human weakness: the 

disciples’ are unable to help (18-19, 28).  They need to learn that there are 
some problems so beyond us that we need to pray (29) because we need God 

to do what we cannot do.  The striking thing is that although he says verse 29, 

Jesus doesn’t pray, but simply rebukes and commands (25) off his own bat: so 

these same problems are ones that the-One-who-doesn’t-need-to-pray can also 
deal with easily, immediately and comprehensively.   
 

So what are these problems that are so beyond us?  The evil spirit had been 

pursuing this boy since his childhood to throw him into fire or water with the 

ultimate purpose to destroy him.  Of course, that is always Satan’s intent (cf 
5:1-13): to have people judged and destroyed.  But Jesus came to be ‘the 

servant of all’ (35) so that by dying (31) he’d save people from that destruction. 
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Commentary 
 
 

9:1-8 Jesus has just allowed three of his disciples to ‘see the kingdom of God 
come with power’: they have been given an exclusive, behind-the-

scenes glimpse of the true majesty and glory of Jesus.  They had 

correctly identified him as the Christ (8:29), for that is indeed who he 
is.  What a reassurance: the king of the kingdom truly is all power, so 

the weakness of the cross is not defeat but willing submission. 
 

9:9-13 If Jesus is to be ‘raised’ (9) then the end must have come (cf Daniel 

12:1-3), but God promised to send ‘Elijah’ before the end (Malachi 4:5).  
Jesus’ point is that since John is Elijah (cf 1:4-8), yes, now is that 

 ‘great and dreadful Day of the Lord’ (Mal 4:5).  Jesus is indeed the 

powerful Judge of all … and yet, scandalously he will be despised and 

rejected (as John was).  It’s the same conjunction as 8:29 and 8:31: 
‘power’ and ‘weakness’ meet in Jesus.  

 

 

14 After a literal mountain-top experience, it’s back to the reality of the 

valley!  Power and weakness recur alongside one another.  Because 
here, Mark particularly notes the disciples inability: 

 there’s an argument, rather than any celebration of a healing; 

 ‘they were not able’ (18) 
 Jesus’ diagnosis is about ‘a faithless generation’ (19) and he seems 

disappointed/exasperated by them; 

 in 28-29, Jesus’ private seminar with the disciples focuses on 
answering their query ‘why couldn’t we?’ 

 

 Of course, this is an issue (and I guess, a particularly galling issue!) for 

the disciples because of their commission in 6:7 … and their experience 

in 6:13  (and it will become even worse in the light of 9:38!).  Their 
query is surely: ‘we could then, but now we can’t: why not?’ 

 

 The solution is to be found in Jesus himself: ‘bring him to me’ (19). 
 

18, 22 The evil spirit is intent on destroying the boy.  That’s the problem.  

We’ve already seen that demons are destructive like this: given a 

chance they make a man ‘as good as dead’ (5:2-4) or make a herd of 

pigs rush to their death (5:11-13). 
 

 It could be that there is a strong hint here in the detail of 22 that the 
intended destruction is more than just the death of the boy.  Water and 

fire are God’s means of judgment in the Bible.  So, water was the 

means of judgment at the flood (cf Gen 6:11-17), and fire is the means 
of destruction associated with final judgment (2 Peter 3:10-12; Rev 

20:9-15).  So perhaps we’re being given a picture that evil spirits 

engage in lifelong pursuit to bring people to that ultimate cataclysmic 
destruction of God’s judgment.  Of course, it has been Satan’s way from 

the beginning to have people judged and destroyed like that. 
 

 Even more, the lack of hearing and speaking are suggestive of the 

unbelieving deafness to God’s word that leads to death and hell if we 
are not redeemed (cf 4:12; 8:18 etc). 

23 Does ‘all things are possible for him who believes’ mean that faith can 
accomplish … anything?  Some suggest that miracles depend on the 

quantity of faith in us.  A common misunderstanding of 11:23 would 

support this view … Christians with enough faith can even make 

mountains move.  Others point to 2:5 and the fact that it is ‘when Jesus 
saw their faith’ that he then could speak to the paralytic.  However, this 

line of understanding falls foul of the storm on the lake: 4:40 makes it 

clear that the disciples had no faith like that … they were afraid they 
would perish. Jesus’ power is not limited by people’s lack of faith (cf 

6:35-36).  Even where we’re told that ‘he could do no might work there 

…’ (6:5), and that is ‘because of their unbelief’, he does still heal 
people!  We need to remember that Jesus performed miracles primarily 

to authenticate his teaching (cf 2:10-11) and it’s not that his power is 

somehow prohibited in Nazareth but that the people there are so 
unbelieving that miracles would be a waste of time. 

 

 Here, to claim that ‘people with enough faith can do anything’ contradicts 

the main lesson of (eg) verse 29.  So Jesus doesn't cast the demon out 

until he had led the boy’s father to pray the prayer in 24.  The primary 
meaning of 23 seems to be to show the man that what he has just said 

(ie ‘If you can…’) betrays unbelief.  It isn’t that he is then helped to 

‘believe’ in the sense of complete freedom from doubt in Jesus’ power, 

but that he then ‘believes’ in the sense of knowing that he is guilty of 
unbelief and crying to Jesus for undeserved mercy in spite of it.  (Plus, 

note that the immediate cause of the exorcism is not the man’s faith 

but the threat of unwelcome publicity from the growing crowd [25]). 
 

29 How could such a problem be solved (if this incident reveals that it can't 
be solved by the disciples he’d commissioned)?  ‘Only by prayer’ … meaning 

not ‘by the act of our praying’ but ‘by the One to whom we pray’.  There 

are problems in this world so intractable that only God can deal with 
them: if he does not intervene, there is nothing we can do to solve them. 

 

 So why doesn’t Jesus pray if the lesson is ‘pray and you will be able to’?  

In his ongoing training of the disciples (in the extended section 3:7-

10:45), Jesus is teaching: ‘There are some problems that you cannot 
solve.  Only God can.  And extraordinarily, I can.’  Jesus doesn’t need 

to pray since he is the One the Transfiguration has revealed to be the 

LORD: he is the one they (and we) are praying to! 
 

30-32 It may seem that the cross is a change of subject.  But Jesus came to 

deal once-and-for-all with the huge problem that we cannot solve: 
judgement and eternal destruction.  And he deals with that at the cross, 

by his death.  Of course, we like to think we can solve all the problems 

of the world for ourselves.  Which is perhaps one reason why the world 
despises the weakness of the cross:  why would someone who is ‘first’ 

(as the Transfiguration reveals) become ‘last … and the servant of all’?  

Only because saving us for eternal life in his heavenly kingdom is far, 
far more important to Jesus (and to us!) than all ‘greatness’ in this 

passing, temporary world. He will indeed be ‘first’ in heaven, and he is 

‘last’ in this world precisely for the sake of that heavenly kingdom. 


