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Stumbling Blocks  

 

Luke 17:1-4 
 

By Chris R. Losey 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Have you ever tripped over something and hurt yourself? When I was a 
child I remember when a bunch of my friends and I were horsing 
around on the playground and my best friend tripped me.  As I fell, I 
tried to break my fall by sticking my arm out, but wound up breaking It 
instead.  The snap scared me, and my arm looked a little strange as I 
ran to the teacher and told her what had happened. It was rather 
painful when the doctor reset the bone.  My friend felt bad about 
tripping me, but not as badly as I did! 
 
This message focuses on stumbling blocks, things that trip-up people.  It 
is a subject that all of us need to take seriously because God has much 
to say about stumbling blocks. Luke 17:1-4 is the passage to be 
investigated today. Please listen carefully, 
 

1 And He said to His disciples, "It is inevitable that stumbling 
blocks should come, but woe to him through whom they come!    
2 "It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his 
neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause 
one of these little ones to stumble. 3 "Be on your guard! If your 
brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him.  4 "And if 
he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven 
times, saying, 'I repent,' forgive him."  (NAS) 

 
In looking at this passage we are going to try to understand it by asking 
a series of questions. First: 
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What are stumbling blocks? 
The Old Testament word for stumbling block is the Hebrew word 
mikshole. It is from a root word that means to totter, and by implication 
to falter, stumble, faint or fall.  The word can have a negative 
connotation as in Leviticus 19:14, “You shall not curse a deaf man, nor 
place a stumbling block before the blind, but you shall revere your God; 
I am the LORD.” Some people like to play mean tricks on those with 
disabilities, like blind people. God says don’t do it.  
 
The Old Testament word for ‘stumbling block’ can also have a positive 
connotation. Jeremiah 6:19-21 is one example:   
 

19 "Hear, O earth: behold, I am bringing disaster on this people, 
the fruit of their plans, because they have not listened to My 
words, and as for My law, they have rejected it also.  20 "For what 
purpose does frankincense come to me from Sheba, and the 
sweet cane from a distant land? Your burnt offerings are not 
acceptable, and your sacrifices are not pleasing to me."                  
21 Therefore, thus says the LORD, "Behold, I am laying stumbling 
blocks before this people. And they will stumble against them, 
fathers and sons together; neighbor and friend will perish."   

 
God used stumbling blocks for the purpose of judgment in order to 
wake up people to their own sin.  By experiencing the hardships of 
stumbling and falling, the people would hopefully turn back to Him.   
 
The New Testament word for stumbling block is skandalon.  It means 
the trigger-stick in a trap.  By implication it means a trap or snare.  It is 
the word from which we get our English word scandal.  Like the Old 
Testament word, the New Testament word for stumbling block can 
have either a negative or positive connotation.  In Matthew 16:21-23 it 
has a very negative one.  You may remember the account when Jesus 
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told Peter that He (Jesus) would suffer, be killed, but rise on the third 
day. Peter protested and said, “God forbid it, Lord!  This shall never 
happen to You.” In verse twenty-three Jesus turned and said to Peter, 
“Get behind Me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to Me; for you are 
not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s.”  
 
Jesus let Peter know in no-uncertain-terms that Peter was trying to 
detour Him from His clear road to the cross. 
 
A positive connotation of the word stumbling block is seen in Romans 
9:33 where God says, "Behold, I lay in Zion a stone of stumbling and a 
rock of offense, and he who believes in Him will not be disappointed."  
Jesus was that stone of stumbling (stumbling block). The Jews thought 
they could get right with God by keeping the law, but Jesus made it 
clear that no one is righteous because no one can keep the whole law.  
In order to be saved, a person must have faith in God. This was a 
stumbling block to the Jews.  That’s why many of them rejected Jesus.  
But those who believed in Him would not be disappointed.  They would 
discover that He indeed could save them.  Even though the thought of 
salvation through faith seemed like a snare to many Jews, it shook up 
many of them, and made them think long and hard about what it took 
to be saved. 
 
Even though stumbling blocks can be positive, the Luke 17 passage 
addresses its negative use.  In a negative sense, a stumbling block may 
be defined as an obstacle placed in a person’s path that has the 
potential of causing him to stumble in his walk with God.   
 
Listen again to Luke 17:1, “And He said to His disciples, "It is inevitable 
that stumbling blocks should come, but woe to him through whom they 
come.”  This raises a second question: 
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Why are stumbling Blocks inevitable? 
Stumbling blocks are inevitable because we live in a fallen world. As 
long as this world is in the clutches of the devil, there will be those who 
try to trip-up others. 1 John 5:19 states, “We know that we are of God, 
and that the whole world lies in the power of the evil one.” The main 
person behind all stumbling blocks is Satan himself. 
 
Before we look any deeper into who it is who sets stumbling blocks in 
people’s paths, it is important to see who stumbling blocks are 
intended to trip-up.  To answer this we need to understand the identity 
of the “little ones” mentioned in Luke 17:2? 
 
Who are the “little ones”? 
Listen to all of Luke 17:1,2, 
 

1 And He said to His disciples, "It is inevitable that stumbling 
blocks should come, but woe to him through whom they come!    
2 "It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his 
neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause 
one of these little ones to stumble.    

 
To really understand who the “little ones” are, we must look at a 
parallel passage, Matthew 18:1-7. In this passage Jesus’ disciples come 
to Him and ask who will be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  
Listen to the passage and see if you can determine who the “little ones” 
are. 
 

1 At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, "Who then is 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven?"  2 And He called a child to 
Himself and set him before them, 3 and said, "Truly I say to you, 
unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not 
enter the kingdom of heaven. 4 "Whoever then humbles himself 
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as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 5 "And 
whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me;  6 but 
whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to 
stumble, it is better for him that a heavy millstone be hung 
around his neck, and that he be drowned in the depth of the sea.  
7 "Woe to the world because of its stumbling blocks! For it is 
inevitable that stumbling blocks come; but woe to that man 
through whom the stumbling block comes! 

 
Some say that the little ones are literal children. Certainly no one 
should take advantage of children, but that is not the best rendering of 
little ones in the context. In the passage, Jesus is referring to Christians, 
those who have childlike faith. This brings us to a fourth question: 
 
Who would set stumbling blocks? 
Satan certainly sets stumbling blocks. He set a trap for Eve and tried to 
get her to doubt God. Satan is very subtle in the traps he sets, and 
many people step into them. 
 
Non-believers set traps for people, too.  They often want people to live 
at their level. In Proverbs 1:10-19 Solomon tells his son to avoid the 
trap of peer pressure. There are those who will try to lure people off 
the straight path and make them stumble. The passage states,  
 

10 My son, if sinners entice you, do not consent.  11 If they say, 
"Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood, let us ambush the 
innocent without cause;  12  Let us swallow them alive like Sheol, 
even whole, as those who go down to the pit;  13  We shall find all 
kinds of precious wealth, we shall fill our houses with spoil;           
14  Throw in your lot with us, we shall all have one purse,"  15 My 
son, do not walk in the way with them. Keep your feet from their 
path, 16 For their feet run to evil, and they hasten to shed blood.  
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17 Indeed, it is useless to spread the net in the eyes of any bird;     
18  But they lie in wait for their own blood; they ambush their own 
lives.  19 So are the ways of everyone who gains by violence; it 
takes away the life of its possessors. 

 
Believers intentionally or sometimes unintentionally place stumbling 
blocks in front of each other. For example, Aaron caused the whole 
nation to stumble by making the golden calf to worship.  Exodus 32:1-5 
tells the story, 
 

1  Now when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down 
from the mountain, the people assembled about Aaron, and said 
to him, "Come, make us a god who will go before us; as for this 
Moses, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt, we do 
not know what has become of him."  2 And Aaron said to them, 
"Tear off the gold rings which are in the ears of your wives, your 
sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me."  3 Then all the 
people tore off the gold rings which were in their ears, and 
brought them to Aaron.  4 And he took this from their hand, and 
fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it into a molten calf; 
and they said, "This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up 
from the land of Egypt."  5 Now when Aaron saw this, he built an 
altar before it; and Aaron made a proclamation and said, 
"Tomorrow shall be a feast to the LORD." 

 
Jesus accused the Pharisees of taking converts and making them sons of 
hell.  Matthew 23:15-17 records Jesus’ words to the Pharisees, 
 

15 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you 
travel about on sea and land to make one proselyte; and when he 
becomes one, you make him twice as much a son of hell as 
yourselves.  16 Woe to you, blind guides, who say, 'Whoever 
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swears by the temple, that is nothing; but whoever swears by the 
gold of the temple, he is obligated.'  17 You fools and blind men; 
which is more important, the gold, or the temple that sanctified 
the gold? 

 
The disciples were undoubtedly causing each other to stumble as they 
argued about who was the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Rather 
than focusing on service, they focused on status. Bad choice! Who is 
the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?  The answer is simple, “God is!” 
 
Regarding being tripped up, obviously we can’t change Satan.  He is 
going to try to trip up people.  But we can ask God for hedges of 
protection against Satan’s devices.  Also, we can’t change non-believers 
who try to trip us, although we can seek to win them to Christ. Who we 
need to focus on regarding stumbling blocks is ourselves.  We need to 
be sure that we personally are not causing others to stumble and we 
need to encourage fellow believers along the same lines. 
 
This raises a fifth question: 
 
How do believers today cause others to stumble? 
 
Disobedience  
The first way that some believers trip up their fellow believers is by 
their own disobedience. When one Christian sees another believer 
being disobedient to God, that Christian can begin to think that he is 
free to do the same thing. If he thinks this way it won’t be long before 
he, too, is disobedient. That is a very strong reason why Christians need 
to walk carefully before God, because walking sinfully may cause fellow 
Christians to stumble. 
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Legalism  
Another way that Christians can make each other stumble is by being 
legalistic about things that God never intended them to take a hard line 
about. For example, there are those Christians who say things like, “The 
King James version of the Bible is the only one that Christians should 
use.” There are many good translations of the Bible. To say that the 
King James Version is the only one that people should use is quite 
uninformed. If a young Christian attended a new church and heard such 
talk, it might cause him to view Christians as intolerant and might cause 
him to leave the Christian faith altogether. 

 
Another example of legalism is when folks say things like, the only 
acceptable music in church is Hymns. I personally love Hymns of the 
faith, but to say they are the only songs that may be used in church is 
also quite uninformed. Long before the Hymns were written, the 
church was using other kinds of music like Gregorian chants. To take a 
hard stand on the type of acceptable music in church causes division 
and puts huge stumbling blocks in front of other believers. 

 
Charles R. Swindoll has this to say about legalism.  “Rigidity is the 
trademark of legalism, the archenemy of any church on the move. Let 
legalism have enough rope, and there will be a lynching of all new 
ideas, fresh thinking, and innovative programs.”  
 
Abuse of Liberty 
Another way that some Christians cause others to stumble is by abusing 
the liberty they have in Christ. To understand this let’s look at 1 
Corinthians 8:9-13,     

 
9 But take care lest this liberty of yours somehow become a 
stumbling block to the weak. 10 For if someone sees you, who 
have knowledge, dining in an idol's temple, will not his 
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conscience, if he is weak, be strengthened to eat things sacrificed 
to idols?  11 For through your knowledge he who is weak is ruined, 
the brother for whose sake Christ died. 12 And thus, by sinning 
against the brethren and wounding their conscience when it is 
weak, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food causes my 
brother to stumble, I will never eat meat again, that I might not 
cause my brother to stumble. 
 

I’ll always remember a couple who came to our house for dinner. I was 
playing some rock-n-roll music. The wife who came to our home that 
day said that she had come to Christ out of the drug culture. She also 
saith that the music I was playing reminded her of her former life. What 
she was asking in a kind way, was for me to turn off the music. I had 
played in a rock-n-roll band in high school, never got into drugs, and I 
really liked rock music. When I learned of the her past, I quickly turned 
off the music. Every time that couple came over after that, I was sure 
we played music that was edifying to her. 

 
So what’s the point? If another Christian comes into your home and you 
are playing music that makes them stumble, turn it off. Don’t say, “Well 
I have my freedom in Christ.”  

 
In the same way, if someone struggles with alcohol and they come to 
your house for dinner and you normally have a glass of wine, on that 
night, don’t! 

 
Lack of Love  
I asked a person at church this week, “What do you think is a stumbling 
block for Christians?”  Their answer was, “Mean and rude people.”  
When new believers meet a Christian or come into a church, they 
expect to find people who love one another.  If they find gossipers and 
back-biters, it can make them want to leave.  When people who say 
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they know and love God fail to love one another, it is a huge stumbling 
block. John 13:34-35 states, “34 A new commandment I give to you, that 
you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one 
another.  35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you 
have love for one another." 1 Peter 1:22 states, “Since you have in 
obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the 
brethren, fervently love one another from the heart,” I John 4:20 also 
states, “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; 
for the one who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot 
love God whom he has not seen.” 

 
Why are we told so often to love one another? Because it is our natural 
tendency to only love ourselves and the things we want and like.  In 
order to truly love others, Christians must constantly work on their 
love-factor. If they fail to do so, and slip back into their old ways, they 
will cause a huge stumbling block to other believers. 

 
Another way that Christians can cause other believers to stumble is by: 

 
Failing to live as godly examples 
Not causing other believers to stumble is not just accomplished by 
avoiding sin, it also happens when believers choose to be positive 
examples. 

 
Christians can be one of three types of examples: 
 - bad examples – those who do not live their faith 
 - neutral examples – those who live their faith a little 

- positive examples - those who actively live their faith 
 

Obviously, God wants us to be positive examples. Those who are bad 
examples or who live lukewarmly for Christ, are stumbling blocks to 
other believers. 
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In sports it is the best record that sets the standard and inspires people 
to run faster or jump higher. So, too, with Christianity. It is Christians 
who live at the highest level of love and holiness, that encourage others 
to follow. 
 
This raises a sixth question: 
 
Why does Jesus give such a severe warning?   
Luke 17:1,2 states, “1 And He said to His disciples, ‘It is inevitable that 
stumbling blocks should come, but woe to him through whom they 
come!  2  It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his 
neck and he were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause one of 
these little ones to stumble.’” 
    
When people become Christians, they become God’s children. John 
1:12 states, “But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to 
become children of God, even to those who believe in His name.” 
I John 3:1 states, “See how great a love the Father has bestowed upon 
us, that we should be called children of God; and such we are. For this 
reason, the world does not know us, because it did not know Him.” 
God, like a responsible parent, zealously protects His children. He 
doesn’t want anyone tripping them or causing them to fall, not even 
their brothers and sisters!  Zechariah 2:8 says, “For thus says the LORD 
of hosts, ‘After glory He has sent me against the nations which plunder 
you, for he who touches you, touches the apple of His eye.’” 
 
I remember encouraging my little brother to ride over a bees’ nest in a 
red wagon. He did and got stung several times. I got into trouble from 
my parents because I should have known better than to put him in 
harm’s way. 
 



12 
Copyright 2002 Chris R. Losey 

 

This brings up a seventh question: 
 
How should believer’s respond to stumbling blocks? 
 
Be on guard 
Luke 17:3a says, "Be on your guard! The phrase “be on guard” literally 
means to hold in mind. In other words, we are to keep in mind that 
stumbling blocks are out there. Just like in defensive driving a person 
remains alert to problems on the road, we need to remain alert so we 
don’t trip over spiritual stumbling blocks. 
 
Gently confront 
We also need to confront a fellow believer who knowingly or 
unknowingly puts stumbling blocks in people’s paths. Luke 17:3b states, 
“If your brother sins, rebuke him.”  Rebuke means to admonish or 
censure.  In other words, it says, “What you did is not right!”  We are 
not called to be the world’s policemen, but if a brother or sister in 
Christ sins, we are obligated to point it out.  One of the things that 
some of the churches in the book of Revelation were condemned for 
was failing to confront open sin in their midst. 
 
The question arises, “How are we to confront someone who we think is 
causing us or others to stumble?”  Do we say to them, “In the name of 
Jesus, I rebuke you!”?  If we want to make enemies that might be the 
way to do it, but if we want to keep friendships intact, I recommend 1 
Timothy 5:1,2.  It gives us clear instructions on how to rebuke a brother 
or sister, “1 Do not sharply rebuke an older man, but {rather} appeal to 
{him} as a father, {to} the younger men as brothers,  2 the older women 
as mothers, {and} the younger women as sisters, in all purity.” 
 
We must not rebuke each other sharply.  Instead we to appeal to one 
another. For those older than ourselves we are to appeal to them as 
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fathers or mothers. For those younger we are to appeal to them as 
sisters and brothers. That doesn’t mean we are to go up to them and 
say, “Are you older than I am?” This is not a good idea, especially with 
women. If someone is obviously older, appeal to them as a father or 
mother.  If they are your age or younger, appeal to them as a brother or 
sister.   
 
If you rebuke someone it is helpful first to get clarity by asking a 
question. You might gently and respectfully say, “I felt hurt by what 
happened recently and wanted to get your take on it?”  If we come to 
each other with respect and gentleness (Galatians 6:1) it will most likely 
cause the person we are confronting to respond the same way back to 
us.  If we come with an arrogant condemning attitude, we will cause 
problems before we’ve even started.   
 
We also must be willing to forgive a fellow believer. Luke 17:3c states, 
“and if he repents, forgive him.  4 And if he sins against you seven times 
a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, 'I repent,' forgive him."   
 
If people are willing to admit their mistake and turn away from it, we 
are obligated to forgive them, just like they are obligated to forgive us.  
We are obligated even if the offense happens more than once.  
 
However, if a person continues to sin and be a stumbling block 1 
Timothy 5:20 has some sound advice, “Those who continue in sin, 
rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest also may be fearful {of 
sinning.” If a person fails to recognize his sinful behavior, then more 
severe measures may need to happen, like a public rebuke. This is not 
just for the person who is sinning, but it also for everyone to see and 
become aware that the church will not tolerate those who continue to 
sin. 
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This leads us to yet another question. 
 
How can a believer avoid becoming a stumbling block? 
 
Live a holy life 
One way we can keep from being a stumbling block to others is by 
choosing to be holy. 1 Peter 1:14-16 says, “14  As obedient children, do 
not be conformed to the former lusts {which were yours} in your 
ignorance,  15  but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves 
also in all your behavior;  16  because it is written, "You shall be holy, for 
I am holy." In Psalm 19:13 David said, “Also keep back Thy servant from 
presumptuous sins let them not rule over me; then I shall be blameless, 
and I shall be acquitted of great transgression.”  Presumptuous sin 
presumes on God’s grace. A person who commits presumptuous sin is 
basically saying to God, “I’m going to sin, and I dare You to do anything 
about it.” For example, a person might decide to get drunk with friends, 
or go to a place he knows he shouldn’t go, or do something he knows 
he shouldn’t do. Presumptuous sins are premeditated sins. Christians 
should avoid these at all costs, because God may choose to unpleasant 
discipline to get the erring brother or sister’s attention. 
 
Matthew 18:1-9 which is a parallel passage with Luke 17:1-4 talks about 
taking drastic action Christians need to take to avoid sinning, 
 

1  At that time the disciples came to Jesus, saying, "Who then is 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven?"  2 And He called a child to 
Himself and set him before them,  3 and said, "Truly I say to you, 
unless you are converted and become like children, you shall not 
enter the kingdom of heaven.  4  "Whoever then humbles himself 
as this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  5  "And 
whoever receives one such child in My name receives Me;  6  but 
whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to 
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stumble, it is better for him that a heavy millstone be hung 
around his neck, and that he be drowned in the depth of the sea.  
7  "Woe to the world because of {its} stumbling blocks! For it is 
inevitable that stumbling blocks come; but woe to that man 
through whom the stumbling block comes!  8  "And if your hand or 
your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from you; 
it is better for you to enter life crippled or lame, than having two 
hands or two feet, to be cast into the eternal fire.  9  "And if your 
eye causes you to stumble, pluck it out, and throw it from you. It 
is better for you to enter life with one eye, than having two eyes, 
to be cast into the fiery hell. 

 
Jesus is not teaching self-mutilation in the above passage. Sin is in a 
person’s heart, not their hand or their eye. Christ is telling us is to take 
severe action in our personal lives to ensure we don’t keep sinning.  If a 
person has a problem with a certain temptation, that person needs to 
find another more mature believer who can check in with him to see 
how he is doing.  Where there is accountability, people are much less 
likely to sin. In addition, a person can learn to stand alone when 
Christian friends aren’t around. 
  
Don’t be legalistic 
Another way to not place stumbling blocks in people’s paths is to avoid 
legalism. To do this, a person must know God’s Word so that he takes 
the right stands on issues without having hardening of the categories.  
2 Timothy 2:15 says that we are to become approved workman who 
handle God’s work accurately.   
   
Don’t abuse your liberty in Christ  
We must not flaunt our freedom in Christ. Instead we need to have 
love-limited liberty. This means limiting our liberty if it causes another 
believer to stumble. 1 Corinthians 8:9-13 states, “But take care lest this 
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liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling block to the weak.”  If 
there is something that you have the freedom to do in Christ, but it is 
offensive to others, then don’t do it around them. 
 
Show sincere love for others 
Christians need to show love to others in thought, word and deed.         
1 Peter 1:22 states, “Since you have in obedience to the truth purified 
your souls for a sincere love of the brethren, fervently love one another 
from the heart,” 
 
Set the right example 
Do you remember what Paul told Timothy in 1 Timothy 4:12,  “Let no 
one look down on your youthfulness, but {rather} in speech, conduct, 
love, faith {and} purity, show yourself an example of those who 
believe.” What great advice for all of us. Let’s set the right example for 
others to follow, and we will undoubtedly not cause them to stumble. 
 
Conclusion 
Along one side of our house I put in a thick layer of crushed shale, but 
soon noticed that walking through it was difficult.  It scuffed my shoes 
and made walking a bit unstable.  To resolve the problem, I added 
stepping stones.  Now it is a breeze to navigate that part of the yard. 
 
There are a lot of areas in life that are hard to navigate. These areas can 
easily trip us up spiritually. It makes it a lot easier to navigate if there 
are stepping stones rather than stumbling blocks along the way.  Let’s 
be sure we are not causing others to stumble as they grow in Christ. 
Instead, let’s work hard at become stepping stones that help people on 
the journey! 
 
 
 


