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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
I have been a parish pastor for eighteen years now. That means that I have now preached through 
our three-year lectionary six times. So it’s a pretty good bet that I have worked through the texts 
for any given Sunday numerous times, that I’ve read commentaries and discussed with colleagues 
how to preach on it, what to emphasize, and how to tie it into to our lives of faith. Nowadays, in 
addition to all that, I also listen to podcasts by seminary professors and other biblical scholars, and 
this week on one of those podcasts – actually, on two of them, I’m pretty sure – it was mentioned 
that the texts for this week often fall on Reformation Sunday, and that if you observe Reformation 
Sunday, which I always do, you might not have preached on this text in a long time. That 
prompted me to look back over my old sermons to see when I might have preached on these texts. 
And the answer, as far as I can tell, is exactly never. And I think that’s because in the years that I 
might have had a chance to do that, I was routinely away from my previous congregation in mid-
October when I served on the Global Mission Program Committee of the ELCA and had to attend 
its annual meeting. 
 So, this is new territory. As usual, I am choosing to focus on the Gospel reading this week. 
But unfortunately, not all of the commentators and podcasters I consulted this week agree on what 
this text means, or how to best preach it. And that goes for my fellow pastors in our text-study 
group as well. What I have come up with is for things to notice in the text that lead to three 
takeaways for the likes of you and me. Let’s see if these help you. 
 The first thing to notice in this Gospel reading from the end of Mark’s tenth chapter is the 
contrast between Jesus’ encounter with a blind beggar and the recent conversations Jesus has been 
having with his own disciples. Especially stark is the completely different character of this 
exchange from the one with James and John in last week’s text. Remember how they came to 
Jesus asking him to do whatever they asked of him, and how earlier they had been debating with 
the other disciples about who was the greatest? They were trying to advance their careers, to work 
their way into positions of power and influence in the kingdom that Jesus was announcing. And 
Jesus takes them to task for this. The Kingdom of God is not that kind of kingdom, he tells them. 
The first will be last, and the greatest will not be served, they will be the servants! Now in this 
week’s text we’ve got a chance to see if they’re maybe beginning to catch on. A blind beggar asks 
for Jesus’ help. And the reaction of the crowd is to tell him to be quiet. We don’t know if the 
disciples are in on this or not. The text doesn’t say they are. But it doesn’t say they aren’t. And 
they have been known to, say, keep little children from coming to Jesus. But whether they are or 
not, what’s crucial here is to see how Jesus reacts to him. Here is a nobody, surely one of the 
lowest of the low in this society, asking for mercy. And Jesus takes an interest in him. More than 
that, he heals him of his blindness and changes his life. 
 The second thing to notice here is that this beggar’s approach to Jesus is an attempt to 
establish a relationship with Jesus. I had to rely on a social science commentary for this insight, 
because it’s not really something we’re familiar with in our own culture. In the cultures of the 
Ancient Near East, and in the Roman Empire as well, men of wealth and power served as patrons 
for those of lesser means and influence, their clients. The more clients a patron had, the greater 
was his prestige. This is how social relations were understood at this time, so it makes sense that 
Mark is depicting our relationship with God in this way. The beggar’s name is Bartimaeus, and at 
the root of that is a name related to the name Timothy, which means one who gives honor to God, 
or one who is honored and valued by God. Names often carry meaning in biblical stories, and the 



simple meaning here is that Jesus is being honored and reacts by establishing a relationship with 
this man. More about that in a minute. 
 The third thing to notice is Bartimaeus’ use of the term Son of David, and how we’re 
supposed to understand that. One of my podcasts thought that the significance of David was tied to 
what Bartimaeus is asking for: mercy. They noted that David was an imperfect king. Especially 
problematic was his taking another man’s wife and then arranging to have that man killed in order 
to save his own reputation (not that different from the Herod story here in Mark, come to think of 
it.) The point, they said, was that David’s relationship with God was based on God having mercy 
on David. David didn’t deserve God’s favor. It was God’s mercy in the face of David’s sin that 
characterized the relationship. The idea is that Bartimaeus is attempting to establish that kind of 
relationship with Jesus. So, maybe… It’s not a terrible idea. But I’m not sure that that’s what 
Mark is getting at here. 
 The thing is, Bartimaeus isn’t the only one to connect Jesus and David. Jesus does it 
himself. Repeatedly. This is complicated, and takes longer to explain than I have time for now. 
But it boils down to this. By connecting himself to David, Jesus is invoking David’s conflict with 
Saul, Israel’s first king, whom David was anointed to replace. Remember that story? And 
Messiah, or in Greek, Christ, means anointed one. Mark is at pains to show us that Jesus is the 
new David, who has been anointed to take over from the powers that be. And Bartimaeus, by 
establishing a client-patron relationship with Jesus, is recognizing Jesus as the rightful new king, 
and giving him the honor he is due. 
 The fourth and final thing I want us to notice here is that it is Bartimaeus’ faith – his trust 
in Jesus as the rightful king – that saves him. Not only does it cure his blindness, it changes his 
whole life. He no longer needs to beg. Significantly, though, Bartimaeus does not run off to start 
his new life, to make up for the lost time of his years of blindness, and seek all of the things his 
blindness had deprived him of. Instead, he follows Jesus “on the way.” That was the same 
terminology use for those joining the church at the time Mark was writing.  
 What does all of this have to do with us? What are the takeaways for our own lives of 
faith, our own relationship with God? I think there are three of them: First, we are not to treat our 
relationship with God as a means to our own ends, as James and John were doing in last week’s 
reading. Jesus has not come to help us find our passion or pursue our dreams. That is not to say 
that we shouldn’t find our passions or pursue our dreams. Only that Jesus has bigger fish to fry, 
and we shouldn’t confuse our dreams and passions with the mission of God in the world. Second, 
Jesus does want a relationship with us, but he wants a relationship that recognizes him for who he 
is, not our personal assistant, but the one who is coming to reclaim the world from the powers of 
sin, death, and evil. And he wants us to call upon him in our own struggles with those powers, just 
as Bartimaeus did. Third, we can expect that turning to God in those struggles, and on behalf of 
others and their struggles – that that will change our lives. It will change them not for the easier, 
not for the more comfortable, but it will change them ultimately for the better.  

Bartimaeus’ regaining of his sight was not the end of his story. It was only the beginning. 
We never hear about him again. Following Jesus “on the way” sums up the rest of his life. And 
maybe that’s all we need to know. Because I think that maybe Bartimaeus is us, that we’re meant 
to see ourselves in him. In Holy Baptism Jesus has called each of us to himself, opened our eyes of 
faith by the power of the Holy Spirit, and set us walking “on the way” to live our lives in his 
ongoing presence and mission in the world. What could be better than that? May we delight in that 
calling! And May the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen. 


