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Grace to you and peace from God our Father, 3
from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen. T
words which come forth from Jesus’ lips in this mor
ing’'s Gospel — to say the least — are jarring,udishg
and disquieting. Listen to them again. “Whoeversea
es one of these little ones who believe in Me tonst
ble, it would be better for him if a millstone wdrang

around his neck, and he were thrown into the dea. k

your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is éetio
enter into life maimed, rather than having two h&n
to go to hell. And if your foot causes you to sint it
off. It is better to be lame, rather than having tiget,
to be cast into hell. And if your eye causes yositg
pluck it out. It is better to enter the kingdom ®bd
with one eye, rather than having two eyes to bé ¢
into hell fire.”

Do you recall the news story a few years back ab
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andialked out of the canyon on his own power with two
heother hikers — and continues to climb mountainghi®
day!

It's hard, isn't it, to imagine a situation so ser$ —
a circumstance so desperate — that you would decide
the only option open to you was to take a knife autd
off your own arm! Once you make a decision likettha
here’s no turning back. Once you make the fird cu
you're going to have to follow through, or you'ikély
die. How do you make the choice to plunge a kmfe i
to your own flesh to sever a limb from your body?
Well, I'm not sure, but I do know that our almighty
God has instilled in each us a tenacious will e i a
will so strong that the mind might, at times, eester-
8%ain or contemplate a choice such as the one Aaadn

to make.

Ut Al of you have known cancer patients — or some-

a man named Aaron Ralston? At first blush the namene who's suffered under the weight of a lengthy il

probably doesn’t sound familiar — and indeed,
wouldn’t have remembered either had | not Goodled
Aaron Ralston was a rock climber — a rock climb
who, in 2003, decided he would go out by himself
do some exploring in a steep mountain range so
where south of Moab, Utah. As Aaron was making
way up into a narrow gorge, suddenly he heard &b
der falling toward him from above. It landed rigit

top of him and pinned his right arm, immobilizinigrh
far from where anyone was ever likely to find hi
alive.

It didn’t take long for him to come to the realimat
that if he didn’t take some sort of extreme measune
probably wouldn’t survive. So, sometime after runni
out of water a couple of days after the accidehaw-
ing been trapped by this time for nearly four days
this young man finally decided the time had come
take those extreme measures — or face certain.dg
That was when he pulled a knife out of his pocket g
proceeded to cut his arm off just below the elbéiv!
ter doing that he somehow managed to affix some
chors into the canyon wall, and tying a rope tarthe
lowered himself to more level ground where he th
hiked out and met the rescue party who had been
to find him. Search efforts had begun on Wednesd
but they'd yielded no sign of the young hiker — a

Ihess — who later rebounded just when it seemed the)
I were on the brink of death. Such accounts givenus i
Elspiring evidence that our God created us not tphiie
019 live. History also gives a great many examplés o
M&hen and women who were willing to put their owe lif
%n the line for a good and just cause — many deing
PUin order to bear witness to their Christian faRbrfeit-
ing the life they'd been given by God, they borstite
mony to the fact that there are few things in thasid
M that are of any greater value than life itself. Mespe-
cially what comes to my mind is the scene from the
last “Luther” movie, where the German Princes, loya
to Luther’s Biblical Theology, bowed their heads be
fore the Emperor to be cut off rather than giviqgtiie
Word of God and the Gospel. These men undoubtedly
treasured their own lives — because God had also in
tostilled in them a stubborn desire to live — yetythe
patireasured one thing even more than life itself e th
Gospel of our dear Lord, Jesus Christ.

So, we know in our day that there’s at least one wh
@yould rather cut off his arm rather than lose lifis. |
And while you may not be sure whether you could ev-
€'er do such a thing, themre people who have been
S€Hble to do it. Life, you see — physical life atdeais
%hat valuable to most of us. But, what about cagyi
Ndihat tenacity for life — that passion for livingrto the

given the ruggedness of the terrain, few believeqeaim of the spiritual? Is it worth a hand, a famt,an

they’d ever find him alive. But Thursday afterncos

eye, do you think, to live eternally? Rememberugdes



says “...if your hand or foot causes you to sin, itut
off. And if your eye causes you to sin, pluck it'dus
thatreally what Jesus is calling you to do — to literal
maim yourself to escape the eternal fires of hal&ll,

if that were true, | dare say none of us would hawve
arms, legs, eyes or ears. Yet, if you can imagisitua
ation where a person might have to cut off a limb
save his life, why can’t you also imagine a sitoiti
where a person might have to do the very same thin
save his eternal soul? | maintain that's because
don’t fully recognize the imminent threat sin pasts
us, sin just isn’t that big a deal!

Yet our Lord Christ here in this text takes sinyve|
seriously indeed — particularly those sins whiclghmhi
cause another believer to stumble or fall fromftith.
Our age is a part of that seedy culture which abihe
phrase “victimless crime” to refer to transgressio
committed by two consenting adults — or one pers
acting alone — where no one is “hurt” by their aict
or behavior. Yet, is thereeally such a thing as a vic:
timless crime? Is theneeally any sin which claims on-
ly the sinner who committed it as its victim? Jam
reminds us in his Epistle that even Christians sor
times devour one another with their words. We forg
that we’re called to be witnesses to one anotlsrgs
much as we're called to be witnesses to the w&@td.
we dabble in sin as if our sins were our businéssea
We feel justified in a cause we've taken on as ia f

effort to save their souls. Luther even writes hole-

fore the grace and favor of God had been cleaHy re
y vealed to him — he flogged himself with switchesin

futile effort to drive away his sin. Others deniteir

bodies the essentials of food and water. Some took

vows of poverty and lived as monks in an attempt to
t harness the wickedness that raged within them.e@rig

— one of the Early Church Fathers — even emascllate
g himself in order to curb the desires of his flesh.

W€ Jesus however, uses the imagery of extreme
measures to call you to repentance — and withclat
to flee to Him and His cross. Jesus’ words here-— i
stead of causing you to cut off the parts of yoodyb
which are involved in sin — ought to move you iaste
to confess your sins — to take seriously the wafds
confession we all mouthed only a few moments ago —
n to truly believe that yowo daily sin against God by
otyour thoughts, words, and deeds — that sia poor,
miserable sinner who deserve nothing from God other
than His wrath and hot indignation over your simdA
for you who do take these words seriously, thetsmiu
esto your desperate situation is even now beforegu
neting on this Altar in simple bread and wine.

J€  You see, just because God might never call you to
cut off a limb or remove a pesky organ in ordesdwe
your life, don’t think that such extreme measurss a
this weren’'t necessary in order for God to deahwit

€ your sin. What else was it when God sent His only-

r

sonal crusade, behaving in that cause as if we kiNeWagotten Son to die on the cross in your place it if

nothing of the love, mercy and forgiveness of Ghri
We hide behind an aura of righteousness and goedn]
but deep down inside are filled with anger and sirde
to hurt and destroy others. We live as if what wedd
of no consequence to anyone other than oursel
when, in fact, we know in our heart of hearts thait

actions may indeed lead others — and yes, even

selves — to stray far from the faith.

Jesus says that in such circumstances it would
better to have a milestone tied around our neckleng
thrown into the depths of the sea, rather thanatsse
one of these little ones who believe in Him to dblam
You see, thesare serious matters — and they requi
extreme measures. So, while there’s no doubt in
mind that Christ’'s words here are hyperbole — that
they’re used only for effect — the fact that Chfestls

S wasn't Christ suffering the consequences of theo$in

€%he world which threatened to keep us all out aivhe
en? As Christ hung there on the cross for you, lde w
removing all those things that would otherwise be a

/€8bstacle to you receiving the eternal life God dsitp

give us all. Jesus was cut off for a time from Koed

PUBT the living so that your sin might not cause Gud

the Last Day to cut you off from Him for all etetyi

band now Jesus comes to you here in this placedw sh

| you His body — wounded for your transgressions and

pierced for your iniquities — so that you mightreisy

receive freely all He died on the cross to earrufoall.

e Hear the words of forgiveness as they're spokegrotp

myoday, dear Christian — and believe that according
God’s promise you have what God wants you to have.
Receive the body and blood of our Savior — and be

the necessity of using them at all shows us just Ho strengthened unto eternal life according to God'sdy

serious a matter this really is. Christ’'s wordsehex-
press a serious need feach of us to examine our

lives and repent of our sin — most especially thg

which cause another believer to stumble and falhfr
the faith.

The ancients took much of what Jesus said herg
Mark 9 literally, and so a goodly number of therti fe

into the practice of abusing their bodies in a akish

will and pleasure. And trusting that all this isdr live
the life God has given you to live — and all to naise
sand glory of His most holy name. Amen.

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in tha o
> itrue faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlastiAgien.
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