The Gospel of Mark, Teacher’s Guide

Week 12: The Cost of Following Christ
Mark 8:31-9:29
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Mark 8:31-9:29 contains some of the most demanding teaching in the Gospel. After Peter’s
confession, Jesus turns the conversation decisively toward the cross. He predicts His own death
and resurrection plainly for the first time. He rebukes Peter sharply for trying to redirect Him
away from suffering. He calls the crowd and the disciples together and lays out the terms of
discipleship: self-denial, the cross, losing one’s life for His sake and the gospel’s. He warns of the
eternal stakes. He is transfigured before three disciples, with Moses and Elijah, while the Father
commands, “Listen to him.” And He ends by delivering a boy from a demon the disciples could
not drive out, teaching them that this kind comes out only by prayer. Doctrinally, the teacher
will need to handle the necessity of the cross in God’s redemptive plan, the cost of discipleship,
the eternal weight of the soul, the deity and unique authority of Christ as the beloved Son, and
the indispensable role of faith and prayer in the spiritual battle.

At the same time, this is one of the most formationally pointed chapters in the Gospel for
ordinary believers. Each disciple in your class has at least one place where they are quietly
hoping for a Christ without a cross. Each has at least one specific “self” they have been refusing
to deny. Each has glimpses of Christ’s glory in their past that should be feeding their present
faith. Each, if they are honest, is somewhere in the same place as the father in 9:24: “| believe;
help my unbelief.” The lesson should help each student name their specific cross to take up this
season, their specific prayer of believing and asking for help with their unbelief, and the
renewed listening to the voice of the beloved Son.

Finally, do not let the Transfiguration be reduced to a backdrop. The Father’s command at the
mountaintop, “Listen to him,” is the central charge of the chapter. The reason we deny
ourselves, take up the cross, lose our lives, refuse to mishandle the soul, pray rather than rely on
ourselves, and walk with the same Christ to the same cross is precisely because of who He is. He
is the beloved Son. He is greater than Moses and greater than Elijah. He is the One whose voice
carries final authority over every other voice. The whole of the Christian life is the working out
of that one command: listen to Him.

Question 1
Student Question:

In verse 31 Jesus says plainly, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the
elders and the chief priests and the scribes and be killed, and after three days rise again.” What
is Jesus teaching about the necessity of His cross and resurrection, why does Mark emphasize the



word “must,” and how does this passion prediction shape what the Gospel of Mark is actually
about (compare Isaiah 53; Acts 2:23; 1 Corinthians 15:3-4)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Mark 8:31 begins the second half of Mark’s Gospel. The first half has been building toward
Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ. From this point on, Mark will keep returning to the
cross. Three times Jesus predicts His suffering, death, and resurrection plainly (8:31; 9:31;
10:33-34), and each prediction is followed by failure of the disciples to understand it. The
Gospel that began with the King arriving will end at an empty tomb. The road between is the
road to the cross.

The word “must” in verse 31 carries enormous theological weight. The Son of Man ‘must’ suffer.
The cross is not an unfortunate accident in God’s plan. It is the plan. Jesus is not a martyr who
was overtaken by His enemies. He is the Suffering Servant promised in Isaiah 53, who would be
“pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the
chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed” (Isaiah 53:5). Peter
himself will later preach this same “must” at Pentecost: Jesus was “delivered up according to
the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23). Paul will write that Christ died for our
sins “in accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3).

This is why the Gospel of Mark is shaped the way it is. The mighty works, the parables, the
conflicts, the disciples, the crowds, the demons, the storms, are all leading somewhere. They are
leading to the cross. Mark refuses to let the reader admire Jesus as a teacher or wonder-worker
without seeing where He is going. To know Jesus is to know the One who must go to Jerusalem
and die.

Doctrinally, several truths converge here. First, the cross is the heart of the gospel. “For |
delivered to you as of first importance what | also received: that Christ died for our sins in
accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in
accordance with the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3-4). Second, the cross was always God'’s
plan, not Plan B. Third, the resurrection is just as essential as the cross. Jesus says He will “rise
again” after three days. A dead Christ does not save anyone. The risen Christ is at the right hand
of the Father today.

For students, this teaching shapes how we read the rest of the Gospel and how we live as
Christians. The Christ we follow is the Christ who died and rose. Our union with Him in baptism
into His death and resurrection (Romans 6:3-5) is the foundation of our new life. Our weekly
remembrance at the Lord’s Supper rehearses His death until He comes (1 Corinthians 11:26).
Our confidence in the face of our own suffering, sin, and death is grounded in His.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



e The cross of Christ as the necessary heart of God’s redemptive plan (Isaiah 53; Acts 2:23; 1
Corinthians 15:3-4)

e The resurrection of Christ on the third day as essential to the gospel (1 Corinthians 15:1-11;
Romans 4:25)

e Christ as the Suffering Servant who bore the sins of His people (Isaiah 53:4-6, 10-12)

e Union with Christ in His death and resurrection through baptism into Him (Romans 6:3-5;
Colossians 2:11-13)

e The Lord’s Supper as weekly remembrance of His death until He comes (1 Corinthians
11:23-26)

e The Gospel of Mark as a long road to the cross and the empty tomb

e Christ now reigning at the right hand of the Father as the risen Lord (Acts 2:32—-36; Hebrews
1:3)

Discussion Prompts

e Why does Mark emphasize that the Son of Man ‘must’ suffer?

e How does the cross sit at the heart of the gospel, and what is lost when it is moved from the
center?

e How does our weekly Lord’s Supper keep the cross at the center of the church’s life?

Question 2
Student Question:

Peter wanted a Christ without a cross. He represents every disciple who wants the benefits of
Jesus without the suffering of following Him. Where in your own life are you tempted to follow a
“Christ without a cross” (a Christ who blesses your plans without ever crossing them), and what
would honest discipleship look like instead?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Peter’s reaction in 8:32 is honest. He had the right confession in verse 29 and the wrong cross
expectation in verse 32. He wanted Jesus to be the Christ, but not this Christ. He wanted a
Messiah who would conquer, restore, vindicate, and elevate. He did not want a Christ who
would die. Many disciples are in the same place. We want the comfort of Jesus, the kindness of
Jesus, the help of Jesus, the deliverance of Jesus, without the cross of Jesus crossing our own
plans.

What does “a Christ without a cross” look like in our day? It looks like a Jesus who exists
primarily to bless our plans rather than to reorder them. A Jesus who never asks anything that
costs us comfort, position, money, or reputation. A Jesus who never calls us to honest
repentance from sins we love. A Jesus who never disturbs our preferred political loyalties, our
preferred sexual identities, our preferred career paths, our preferred styles of life. A Jesus
shaped to fit the contours of our self-managed existence.



Such a Jesus is not the Jesus of the Gospels. The Christ of Mark 8 is the Christ who said “must.”
The Christ who walked deliberately toward the cross. The Christ who turned to Peter, who was
trying to redirect Him, and called the redirection satanic. “You are not setting your mind on the
things of God, but on the things of man” (8:33). The kindest sentence Jesus could speak to a soul
trying to follow a Christ without a cross is the same kind of rebuke.

Help students examine where they have, perhaps unintentionally, been following a curated
Jesus rather than the Christ of Scripture. The diagnostic question is honest. Where in my life has
Jesus never actually crossed my plans? Where have | assumed He would bless what | wanted,
instead of letting Him crucify what He wants crucified? Where have | quietly edited Scripture to
fit my preferences?

The corrective is to come back to the Christ of the Gospels, especially the second half of Mark.
Read these chapters again, slowly. Let the Christ who says “must” reorder our expectations.
Confess the curated Jesus we have been building. Surrender to the One Mark actually gives us.
The Christ who has crossed you is the Christ who saves you. The Christ who never crosses you
cannot.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The danger of constructing a Jesus shaped by our preferences rather than receiving the
Christ of Scripture (Galatians 1:6-9; 2 Corinthians 11:3-4)

e The cross as the dividing line between a saved disciple and a curated religion (1 Corinthians
1:18-25)

e Repentance from following a “Christ without a cross”

e Scripture as the standard for our understanding of who Jesus is and what He requires

e The connection between accurate confession and accurate following

e The Lord’s Supper, baptism, and assembly as means that keep the cross at the center

Discussion Prompts

e What does a “Christ without a cross” look like in our culture today?

e Where in your own life have you been tempted to follow a curated Jesus?

e How can a disciple keep returning to the Christ of Scripture instead of the Christ of
preference?

Question 3
Student Question:

To both the crowd and His disciples Jesus says, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny
himself and take up his cross and follow me” (8:34). What does Jesus actually mean by “deny
himself” and “take up his cross,” how is this different from common popular uses of the phrase,
and how does Luke 14:25-33 fill out what it means to count the cost of being a disciple?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Jesus addresses both the crowd and the disciples together. “If anyone would come after me, let
him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (8:34). The three verbs are deliberate.
Deny self. Take up cross. Follow. Each one is essential. None is optional. None is metaphorical in
the casual modern sense.

To “deny self” is not to renounce our personhood. It is to renounce the lordship of self over our
lives. The self is no longer the deciding voice. Christ is. Self-denial does not mean we erase
preferences, gifts, or desires. It means we no longer let them rule. Every decision is brought
under His direction. Every appetite is brought under His Word.

To “take up his cross” in the first century was unambiguous language. The cross was an
instrument of execution. To pick up a cross was to start walking toward death. Jesus is telling His
disciples that following Him will involve dying. Dying to self, daily. Dying to sin, daily. And, for
some, dying physically, as John the Baptist did and as many of the apostles would. The cross is
not an inconvenience. It is the deliberate, daily choice to die so that Christ may live in us
(Galatians 2:20).

To “follow me” is to walk where Christ walks, going where He goes, in step with His pace, His
teaching, His Spirit, and His will. It is not occasional admiration; it is daily companionship and
obedience. The Christ we follow is the Christ on the way to the cross.

Luke 14:25-33 fills out what this looks like. Jesus pictures a builder who counts the cost before
construction and a king who calculates before going to war. He says, “Any one of you who does
not renounce all that he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). The cost is total. The Lord
refuses to mislead anyone into thinking discipleship is cheap.

Popular use of “take up your cross” often shrinks the phrase to mean enduring small
annoyances (“my crazy uncle is my cross to bear”). That is not what Jesus is saying. The cross is
the daily death of self-lordship in submission to Christ. It is the willingness to lose comfort,
security, reputation, money, plans, even life itself, for the sake of Christ and the gospel. Most
disciples will not face physical martyrdom. All disciples are called to daily death.

For students this is heavy and freeing at once. Heavy because the cost is real. Freeing because it
is honest. Christ does not hide the price. He invites us to count it and to follow Him with eyes
open.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The three movements of discipleship: deny self, take up cross, follow Christ (Mark 8:34;
Luke 9:23-25)

e Daily death to self-lordship as the shape of Christian life (Galatians 2:20; Romans 6:11-13)

e Counting the cost as part of becoming a disciple (Luke 14:25-33)

e Discipleship as costly, total, and ongoing, not occasional and partial



e The proper meaning of “take up your cross” as deliberate self-denial for Christ, not enduring
small annoyances
e Christ as both the model and the empowerer of cross-bearing (Philippians 2:5-11; 4:13)

Discussion Prompts

e How does the modern use of “take up your cross” sometimes miss what Jesus actually
means?

e What does daily self-denial look like in a real Christian’s life today?

e How does Luke 14 help us count the cost rather than walk into discipleship blindly?

Question 4
Student Question:

Self-denial is not vague. It is the daily, specific work of saying no to the lordship of self in
concrete areas of life. What self is Christ asking you to deny this season (a particular ambition,
an attachment, a habit, an entitlement, a fear), and what would actually taking up that cross
look like in practice this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Self-denial in the Christian life is almost always specific. The Lord does not usually ask us to deny
everything in a vague gesture; He asks us to deny something in a concrete moment. Help
students name the specific “self” the Lord is putting His finger on in this season.

For some it will be an ambition that has begun to rule. The career goal that no longer serves the
Lord but uses Him. The promotion they have been chasing in a way that no longer fits the cross.
For some it will be an attachment. A relationship that has become more important than Christ. A
possession that has begun to possess. A reputation they have been protecting at the cost of
obedience. For some it will be a habit. An entertainment intake that is shaping them away from
the Word. A pattern of speech that wounds rather than heals. A way of using money that has
lost the kingdom in view. For some it will be an entitlement. A felt right to anger, to comfort, to
control, to being heard, that has displaced humility. For some it will be a fear. The fear of
disapproval, the fear of loss, the fear of being misunderstood, that has silenced the obedience
Christ has asked of them.

Help students get concrete. Not “I need to be less selfish.” But “I need to stop the specific
evening pattern that is eroding my walk with Christ.” Not “I need to surrender more.” But “I
need to give the specific gift the Lord has been pressing on my heart for months.” Not “I should
pray more.” But “I am going to spend ten minutes each morning this week in honest prayer over
the area | have been managing on my own.”

Then identify what is making it hard. Sometimes the obstacle is fear. Sometimes it is the cost in
relationships. Sometimes it is the loss of comfort. Sometimes it is the embarrassment of



admitting a long pattern. Sometimes it is the assumption that we cannot live without this thing
the Lord is asking us to lay down.

Encourage students not to leave the lesson without an actual yes. The cross is not picked up by
intention. It is picked up by step. The kind of obedience Jesus invites in 8:34 is the kind that
happens this week, in the concrete place each student names.

Help them also see that they do not do this alone. “Take my yoke upon you” (Matthew 11:29).
The cross is taken up with Christ, in His strength, with His Spirit, in His church. Self-denial is not
heroic willpower. It is sustained surrender to the One who has already died for us and lives in us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The concrete and specific nature of biblical self-denial (Luke 9:23, “daily”)

e The Spirit’s work of empowering obedience in those who yield (Galatians 5:16-25;
Philippians 2:12—-13)

e Christ’s yoke as a real burden carried with Him, not alone (Matthew 11:28-30)

e The church as the community of mutual encouragement in costly obedience (Galatians 6:1—
2; Hebrews 10:24-25)

e Concrete obedience as the test of confessed faith (James 1:22-25)

Discussion Prompts

e What specific self is Christ asking you to deny this season?
e What is making it hard for you to say yes?
e Who could walk with you in that obedience this week?

Question 5
Student Question:

Jesus says, “Whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and
the gospel’s will save it” (8:35), and then asks, “For what does it profit a man to gain the whole
world and forfeit his soul?” (8:36). What is Christ teaching about the great exchange of the
Christian life, the eternal stakes He is naming, and the way these verses should reorder the goals
and aspirations of every believer?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Verses 35—37 are among the most weighty in the Gospel. “Whoever would save his life will lose
it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a
man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul? For what can a man give in return for his
soul?” The phrasing has the cadence of a proverb, but the logic is the deepest reality in the
universe.



Jesus is teaching the great exchange of the Christian life. The instinct of every fallen heart is to
save self. We build careers to save ourselves. We hoard possessions to save ourselves. We
protect reputations to save ourselves. We avoid risk to save ourselves. We even use religion to
save ourselves. The result, Jesus says, is loss. The life we are trying to save by clinging to it slips
through our fingers. We end with neither the life we managed nor the life He intended.

The way to save your life is to lose it for His sake and the gospel’s. The disciple gives up the right
to manage his or her own existence. The disciple hands the entire life (career, family, money,
reputation, body, future) over to Christ to be used for His sake and for the spread of the good
news. The result, paradoxically, is that life is found. “I have come that they may have life and
have it abundantly” (John 10:10). Not because we have managed it well, but because we have
surrendered it fully.

Verse 36 names the eternal stakes. Even if a man gained the whole world, his soul would still be
lost if he had not given his life to Christ. The opposite is also true. Even if a believer gains very
little of this world, he or she has not forfeited anything if the soul has been saved through Christ.
The math of eternity is not the math of this world.

This is also a warning to live with the soul in view. Many of our decisions are made with the
body, the career, the bank account, the comfort, or the reputation in view. Few are made with
the soul in view. The Christian is meant to live differently. “If then you have been raised with
Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your
minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Colossians 3:1-2).

For students, this teaching should reorder priorities. The questions to ask are not “How do | save
my life?” but “How am | losing my life for the sake of Christ and the gospel?” The first leads to
the kind of empty achievement Jesus warns against. The second leads to the only kind of life
that lasts.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The great exchange of the Christian life: losing self to gain Christ (Philippians 3:7-11)

e The eternal stakes of the soul, weighed against the world (Matthew 16:26; Luke 12:20)

e Life in Christ as the only true and lasting life (John 10:10; Galatians 2:20)

e Christian priorities ordered by the things above, not by the visible only (Colossians 3:1-4; 2
Corinthians 4:16-18)

e The deception of gaining the world while losing the soul

e The gospel as both the reason and the means of losing our lives well

Discussion Prompts

e Where in your life have you been quietly trying to save your life on your own terms?
e What would it look like to lose that area for the sake of Christ and the gospel?
e How does the truth of the eternal weight of the soul change the way you make decisions?



Question 6
Student Question:

Most of us measure our lives by what we have gained: career, comfort, security, recognition,
relationships. Where in your life have you been quietly trying to save your life on your own termes,
and what would it mean to lose that area for the sake of Christ and the gospel and actually trust
Him with the outcome?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Most students can identify at least one area where they have been gripping tightly, trying to
save it on their own terms. A career path they cannot let go of. A reputation they are protecting.
A financial security they are defending. A relationship they are trying to control. A future they
have been engineering. A comfort they have been treating as a right.

None of these is wrong as an instinct. Concern for work, money, relationships, reputation, and
security is part of being human. They become a problem when they become the way we save
ourselves. When the visible thing has become the thing we cannot lose, the Lord usually puts His
finger on it.

What does it look like to lose such an area for the sake of Christ and the gospel? It rarely looks
like dramatic renunciation. It usually looks like surrender. Hands open. Daily entrusting.
Willingness to obey Christ in that area even if the visible outcome is loss. Generosity that gives
away what we have been hoarding. Honesty that risks the reputation we have been protecting.
Truth-telling that may cost the relationship we have been managing. Trust that lays down the
future we have been engineering.

Concretely, students may benefit from a season of practice. Take the specific area and
consciously give it to Christ each morning. Write it down. Pray about it specifically. Make one
decision this week that puts His lordship over the area into action. Refuse to let yourself
rehearse the worst-case scenarios. Trust the One who has already given His Son to keep His
promises to His people.

Help students see also that losing life for Christ does not mean expecting earthly loss as the
inevitable outcome. The Lord sometimes asks us to lose what we have been clutching, and then
surprises us with a different kind of fullness in that very area. He restores marriages we had
thought were beyond hope. He gives careers we never could have engineered. He provides
finances we did not control. But the disciple who follows Him cannot make the outcome the
condition of obedience. The outcome belongs to Him. Our part is to lose our life in His hands
and trust Him.

Encourage one specific surrender this week. The lesson is not finished until the area has actually
been handed to Christ.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Surrender of specific areas of life to Christ as the daily shape of discipleship (Romans 12:1-2)

e Trustin God’s provision as the foundation of releasing our grip (Matthew 6:25-34)

e Generosity, honesty, and obedience as concrete forms of “losing life” for Christ

e Christ’s lordship over career, money, reputation, relationships, and future as essential to
following Him

e The promise of true life found in surrender, not in control (John 12:24-26)

Discussion Prompts

e What specific area of your life are you most prone to “save” on your own terms?
e What would handing that area to Christ look like this week?
e What promise of God anchors you when surrender is hard?

Question 7
Student Question:

Six days after the passion prediction, Jesus takes Peter, James, and John up a high mountain and
is transfigured before them. Moses and Elijah appear, and the Father declares, “This is my
beloved Son; listen to him” (9:7). Connecting this scene with 2 Peter 1:16—18, Hebrews 1:1-3,
and John 1:14, what is Mark teaching about the deity and glory of Christ, His relationship to the
Law (Moses) and the Prophets (Elijah), and the unique authority of His word?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The Transfiguration in 9:2-8 is one of the most theologically rich moments in the Gospel. Six
days after the passion prediction and the call to take up the cross, Jesus takes Peter, James, and
John up a high mountain and is transfigured before them. “His clothes became radiant, intensely
white, as no one on earth could bleach them” (9:3). Moses and Elijah appear and are talking
with Him. The disciples do not know what to say. Peter, in his usual fashion, suggests building
three tents. Then a cloud overshadows them, and the voice of the Father declares, “This is my
beloved Son; listen to him” (9:7).

Several large doctrinal truths converge in this scene. First, the deity and glory of Christ is
unveiled. The body that the disciples had walked beside for two years now shines with the very
glory that veiled itself in the incarnation. John would later say, “We have seen his glory, glory as
of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Peter would write, “For we
did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of
our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honor and
glory from God the Father, and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, ‘This is my
beloved Son, with whom | am well pleased,” we ourselves heard this very voice borne from



heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Peter 1:16—18). The Transfiguration is
the steady, visible affirmation that Jesus is who Mark and Peter and John say He is.

Second, the presence of Moses and Elijah carries deep significance. Moses represents the Law.
Elijah represents the Prophets. Together they represent the entire Old Testament witness. Their
presence with Jesus, and their disappearance as the Father’s voice tells the disciples to listen to
His Son, signals that Christ is the fulfillment of all that the Law and Prophets pointed toward. He
is greater than Moses (Hebrews 3:1-6). He is greater than Elijah. The voice the disciples must
now follow is His.

Third, the Father’s declaration repeats the affirmation at Jesus’ baptism (Mark 1:11) and adds a
command: “listen to him.” This is the central charge of the chapter and of the Christian life.
Whatever other voices clamor (cultural, religious, internal), the disciple is told to listen to Christ.
His word is the deciding word. His commands are the binding commands. His teaching is the
only authoritative interpretation of the Father’s will.

Fourth, the Transfiguration is given just after the passion prediction and just before the descent
into the messy work of deliverance in the valley. The disciples need to see Christ’s glory if they
are going to walk with Him toward the cross. They need to know who He is if they are going to
follow Him where He is going. The same is true for us. Our endurance in the cross-bearing of
daily life is grounded in our settled confidence in who Jesus actually is. He is the beloved Son,
the King in glory, the One whom the Father has named as the voice we must follow.

For students, this scene should anchor faith. The Christ whose voice they listen to is not a
teacher among many. He is the radiant Son of God, attested by the Father, witnessed by the
apostles, and inheriting all that the Law and the Prophets foretold. To listen to Him is to hear
God Himself.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The deity and glory of Christ unveiled at the Transfiguration (John 1:14; 2 Peter 1:16-18;
Hebrews 1:1-3)

e  Christ as the fulfillment of the Law (Moses) and the Prophets (Elijah) (Matthew 5:17; Luke
24:27, 44)

e Christ as the beloved Son, named by the Father as the authoritative voice (Mark 1:11; 9:7)

e The unique authority of Christ’s teaching over every other voice (John 12:49-50; Hebrews
1:1-2)

e The eyewitness foundation of New Testament testimony (1 John 1:1-4; 2 Peter 1:16-21)

e The fellowship of believers, in glorified state, gathered with Christ (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18;
Revelation 7:9-17)

e The connection between knowing Christ’s glory and enduring His cross with Him

Discussion Prompts



e What is the Father teaching the disciples by saying, “This is my beloved Son; listen to him”?

e How does the presence of Moses and Elijah help us understand Christ’s relationship to the
Old Testament?

e How does the Transfiguration anchor our willingness to follow Christ toward the cross?

Question 8
Student Question:

At the Transfiguration the Father commanded the disciples, “Listen to him.” Where in your own
life has Jesus been speaking, in His Word, through faithful teaching, through brothers and sisters,
and you have been slow to actually listen, and what does the Father’s command mean for the
way you orient your attention this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The Father’s command at the Transfiguration, “Listen to him,” is the central charge of the
chapter and arguably one of the central charges of the whole Christian life. Hearing Christ is not
the same as listening to Him. The crowd heard Jesus. The Pharisees heard Jesus. The Twelve had
been hearing Him for years. None of them, in the moments Mark records, were fully listening.

For students, this question is meant to be honest and personal. Where has Jesus been speaking
and you have been slow to listen? It might be in His Word, in a passage you have been reading
without obeying. It might be in faithful preaching or teaching that has been pressing on a
particular area of your life. It might be in the steady counsel of a brother or sister, an elder, a
spouse, or a class. It might be in the inner conviction of the Spirit (working always through the
Word, never apart from it) about a specific obedience.

Help students get specific. Maybe Jesus has been speaking through a passage about marriage
you have been reading and quietly setting aside. Maybe He has been speaking through repeated
teaching on generosity you have been hearing without changing your giving. Maybe He has been
speaking through a friend’s honest concern that you have been brushing off. Maybe He has
been speaking through your own conscience about an unrepented habit.

The corrective is to listen, which means to receive the word, to obey, to change, to repent, and
to walk in step with what He has said. James puts it sharply: “If anyone is a hearer of the word
and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. For he looks at
himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. But the one who looks into the
perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts,
he will be blessed in his doing” (James 1:23-25).

Encourage students to identify one specific area where Christ has been speaking and to take the
obedient step this week. The command of the Father at the Transfiguration is the same
command we receive every time we open the Word, sit under faithful teaching, or hear the
Spirit convict us through brothers and sisters. Listen to Him.



Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Christ as the authoritative voice the disciple must obey (Hebrews 1:1-2; 2:1-4)

e Hearing and obeying as inseparable in genuine discipleship (James 1:22-25; John 14:23-24)

e The Word of God as the primary, sufficient channel of Christ’s ongoing voice (2 Timothy
3:16-17; Hebrews 4:12)

e The role of faithful teaching, preaching, and mutual exhortation in helping believers hear
Christ (Romans 10:14-17; Hebrews 3:13)

e The danger of long hearing without listening (Hebrews 5:11-14)

Discussion Prompts

e Where has Jesus been speaking and you have been slow to listen?
e What does “listen to him” look like, practically, in your week?
e How does our congregation help one another listen?

Question 9
Student Question:

Coming down the mountain, the disciples cannot cast a demon out of a boy whose father pleads,
“I believe; help my unbelief!” (9:24). Jesus delivers the boy and later tells the disciples, “This kind
cannot be driven out by anything but prayer” (9:29). What is Christ teaching about the genuine
but imperfect faith of His people, the indispensable role of prayer in the spiritual battle, the
dangers of self-reliance in ministry, and the union of believing and praying in the Christian life
(compare Ephesians 6:10-20; James 5:13-18; Hebrews 4:14-16)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Coming down the mountain, the three disciples and Jesus walk into a chaotic scene. A father has
brought his demon-afflicted son to the other nine disciples and they have failed to deliver him.
The crowd is arguing. The scribes are pressing. The boy is being thrown into convulsions. The
father turns to Jesus with a sentence that captures the heart of every disciple: “I believe; help
my unbelief!” (9:24). Jesus delivers the boy with a word, and afterward the disciples ask
privately, “Why could we not cast it out?” His answer is short and shaping: “This kind cannot be
driven out by anything but prayer” (9:29).

Several deep truths emerge from this scene. First, faith in this life is rarely pure. The father is
honest about it. “I believe; help my unbelief.” This is one of the most truthful prayers ever
recorded. He has come to Jesus. He has asked. He is reaching for what he cannot quite hold.
Jesus does not reject him for his imperfect faith. He responds to it. Mature Christian faith is not
the absence of doubt; it is the deliberate movement toward Christ in the middle of doubt,
asking Him to do in us what we cannot do for ourselves. “I believe; help my unbelief” is a prayer
every disciple can pray and every disciple should pray often.



Second, the failure of the nine disciples is revealing. They had been given authority over unclean
spirits (Mark 6:7). They had cast out demons before (6:13). What had changed? Jesus says the
kind of work they were facing could not be done without prayer. They had begun to operate by
the borrowed momentum of previous success rather than by present dependence on God. They
had been doing ministry rather than dependent ministry. Their self-reliance had quietly
displaced their prayer.

This is one of the great dangers of long-tenured Christian service. We learn the patterns. We
acquire the skills. We have done the work before. And, slowly, we begin to think we can do it
without sustained, dependent prayer. The result is failure exactly in the places where, last year,
we were fruitful. The spiritual battle is real. The forces at work cannot be overcome by
technique. They are overcome only by prayer, that is, by sustained dependence on the God who
alone delivers.

Third, the passage holds belief and prayer tightly together. The father “believes” and prays for
help with unbelief. The disciples needed both faith and prayer to drive out the demon. James
says, “Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray... The prayer of faith will save the one who is
sick... The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working” (James 5:13, 15, 16).
Belief without prayer is presumption. Prayer without belief is empty ritual. The two come
together in the ordinary practice of disciples who actually depend on the Christ they confess.

For Christians today, the implications are practical and weighty. The real battles of our lives
(against besetting sin, against doubt, against fear, against family crisis, against spiritual
oppression, against the slow drift toward worldliness) cannot be won by effort and technique.
They are won by ongoing, dependent prayer in the name of Christ. The disciplines of personal
prayer, prayer with a spouse, prayer with brothers and sisters, prayer with elders, and the
corporate prayer of the assembled church are not optional add-ons to Christian life. They are
the means by which Christ delivers His people from the forces that would destroy them.
Ephesians 6:10—18 lays out the armor of God and ends with prayer as the air in which the whole
armor breathes. “Praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end
keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints” (Ephesians 6:18).

Help students examine their own lives. Where have they been depending on previous
experience, technique, or sheer effort instead of present, dependent prayer? Where has their
prayer life thinned out to the point that they would not even have noticed if it stopped? What
battles in their lives have they been trying to fight on their own that need to be brought back
into sustained prayer with brothers and sisters?

And teach them the prayer of the father in 9:24. It is one of the most useful prayers a disciple
can carry through life. “I believe; help my unbelief.” It is honest. It is faithful. It refuses both
pretense and despair. It puts us where Christ delights to receive us: at His feet, asking for what
only He can give.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



e Faith as real even when imperfect, and the welcome of Christ for those who come with
“help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24; Hebrews 11:1, 6)

e Prayer as the indispensable means of ongoing dependence on God (Ephesians 6:18; 1
Thessalonians 5:17)

e The danger of self-reliant ministry that has lost its rootedness in prayer (John 15:5)

e The reality of the spiritual battle and the need for spiritual means (Ephesians 6:10-18; 2
Corinthians 10:3-5)

e The role of corporate, congregational prayer in the church’s life (Acts 2:42; Acts 4:23-31;
James 5:13-16)

e Belief and prayer as inseparable in genuine Christian life (James 5:15; Matthew 21:22)

e The “I believe; help my unbelief” prayer as a model for honest, faithful daily dependence

Discussion Prompts

e How does the father’s prayer in 9:24 shape your understanding of faith?

e Where in your life or ministry have you been relying on previous experience instead of
present prayer?

e What is one practice that would put sustained, dependent prayer back in the center of your
walk with Christ?

Question 10
Student Question:

Mark has placed the call to take up the cross, the glory of the Transfiguration, and the desperate
prayer of the father side by side. Each part of the chapter is in every faithful disciple’s life: the
cross, the glimpses of glory, and the prayer “I believe; help my unbelief.” As you close this lesson,
where do you most need to ask Christ for help in your unbelief this week, and what concrete act
of obedience would give shape to that prayer?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This chapter has placed the call to take up the cross, the glory of the Transfiguration, and the
desperate prayer of a father side by side. Mark wants every disciple to find themselves in all
three. The cross is the daily shape of our walk. The glory is the steady ground of our hope. The
prayer “I believe; help my unbelief” is the truth-telling rhythm of our actual experience.

For students, the capstone question is direct. Where do you most need to ask Christ for help in
your unbelief this week? Be specific. The area where the cross is heaviest. The area where you
have been pretending stronger faith than you actually have. The area where you have not yet
asked the Lord because you have been embarrassed by the imperfection of your own belief.

Then identify one concrete act of obedience that would put that prayer into action. The father
did not simply pray; he also brought his son to Jesus. Prayer in this passage is paired with



stepping toward Christ in obedience. Bring your specific situation. Speak the truth. Ask Him for
what only He can give. And take the next step that obedience would require.

Encourage students to make this their personal prayer of the week. “I believe; help my
unbelief.” Speak it in the morning. Speak it before hard conversations. Speak it in the middle of
fear. Speak it when prayer has felt mechanical. Christ will not turn from a disciple who comes
that honestly.

Close the lesson by tying the chapter together. We have just heard Christ say, “If anyone would
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” We have just heard
the Father say, “This is my beloved Son; listen to him.” We have just heard a father say, “I
believe; help my unbelief.” The Christian life is the working out of all three. Take up the cross.
Listen to Him. Bring your honest faith and your honest unbelief to Him. This is the road. He has
walked it before us. He walks it with us still.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The Christian life as the joint reality of cross-bearing, anchored hope in Christ’s glory, and
honest dependent prayer

e Christ as both the model and the empowerer of every act of faithful discipleship (Hebrews
12:1-3)

e The Word, the Lord’s Supper, the assembly, prayer, and faithful brothers and sisters as
means by which Christ sustains us in the road

e The honest prayer life of disciples who refuse to pretend

e The certainty of Christ’s welcome to those who come with “I believe; help my unbelief”

Discussion Prompts

e What is your “I believe; help my unbelief” prayer for this week?
e What concrete act of obedience would give shape to that prayer?
e Who could you ask to walk with you in this season of cross, glory, and honest prayer?



