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Mark 9:38-50             Pentecost 18 b P21           9-26-21 

Dealing with Our Sinfulness 

 

  

Perhaps you can recall the incredible survival story (I 

shared several years ago) of the man who had been hiking alone 

in the mountains, who slipped and fell into a ravine.  To his 

horror a large boulder had rolled with him and came to rest on 

his left arm.   

 The crushing weight was far too much for him to move 

whatsoever – he was trapped, exposed in the cold of the 

mountains without anyone knowing where he was.  As a day passed, 

then another, with no sign of hope he made the incredible 

decision to cut off his own arm in order to escape the boulder 

and give him a chance to live.  He fashioned a tourniquet on his 

arm and using a pocketknife, he cut away until he was free.  Can 

you imagine that horrific decision and moment?  How many of us 

could have made that same decision or action?   

 We are rather attached to our limbs, the idea of cutting 

one off our self, even to save our own life is a terrifying 

prospect.  Could you do it?  Maybe so.  After all, your life was 

at stake.  Better to lose an arm and live, rather than keep it 

and die. 

With a fair bit of exaggeration, our Lord states that if 

your hand, or foot causes you to sin, cut it off; or if your eye 

causes you to sin poke it out, for it is better to live life 

with one hand, one foot or one eye than to have everything and 

be cast into hell (in never ending anguish and destruction).  A 

startling statement, but the reason we don’t actually do that, 

nor does our Lord actually want us to do that, is because our 

struggles with sin won't go away even if we cut off a hand or 

foot, or poke out an eye for our sinfulness is far more 

pervasive and deep.  Appendages or eyes are not the cause of our 

sinful actions/thoughts, etc.  And obviously our Lord is not 

being literal, otherwise we would quickly run out of parts to 

cut off.  No, the point He is making is for us to keep a close 

eye on sin in our life and stop it before it flourishes.   

 

Our text today continues where we left off last week in the 

Gospel lesson, when the disciples had just finished arguing 

amongst themselves about who was the greatest in Jesus’ Kingdom, 

(pride, envy, arrogance) and had been just instructed by Christ 

about those who wish to be great in His kingdom must become the 

servant of all – to be lowly and humble, trusting as a child in 

Christ and loving each other as Christ had first loved them.  

They still didn’t get it.   
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We see today that they apparently thought that if there was 

no one greater among themselves, their little group of the 12, 

then certainly they were greater than those outside of the 12, 

as they now were quick to point out and look down on some men 

who had been casting out demons in Jesus name.  How dare they!  

The disciples did not see that these men could only cast out 

demons by faith in Christ, and their real problem was that they 

were judging these men as though there were not on par with 

themselves. (Pride, envy, arrogance, sin)  And so they spoke out 

against them.   

What?  Would Christians/church members actually have times 

when they judge one another or speak ill of one another?  

Instead of encouraging and thanking someone, they criticize or 

run people down? Oh, how deep runs sinful pride and how sharp 

the tongue remains in the fallen nature of the Christian, as all 

of us can be very susceptible to this Old Adam.  We are sinful 

creatures.  Redeemed in Christ, given the new birth, yes, but 

remain sinners in this fallen world.  We will give into our 

fallen natures and the temptations of the devil and hurt one 

another.  We will sin against one another.   How we must then 

fall down and cry out for mercy and forgiveness from our loving 

Lord – Who died for those sins as well! (As well as ask 

forgiveness of those we have hurt). 

Rather than worrying so much about others, we need to be 

much quicker/thorough in looking at ourselves.  We need to do 

some serious self-examination and dealing with the cause of our 

sinful actions/attitudes--our sinful flesh. 

 Instead of our hand, foot or eye, we need our old Adam, 

that flesh of death that still clings to us, to be amputated 

from us daily.  We need the immediate, painful amputation by 

Word and Spirit--to expose us, to cut off and kill us, in order 

to heal us--raise us up,--we need His Law and Gospel.  It is 

true that the Law is like a surgeon's scalpel, (peeling away the 

layers of excuses and permissive/defensive attitudes) cutting us 

open and exposing us for exactly what we are--sinners in need of 

grace.  We are not righteous by our actions.  We are not “good 

people” that deserve any kindness from God.  What we deserve is 

hell only (where the worm does not die and the fire is not 

quenched – eternal suffering and destruction inside and out, 

body and soul without end or lessoning).  By fallen nature we 

are shown by God’s Law as totally sinful and always in need of 

His forgiveness and grace in Christ. 

Period.  When God's word shows us that, we soon see that we 

are no better than anyone else, that there is no reason for us 

to be arrogant, prideful.  That Law is like pouring salt on an 

open wound.  It is painful.  The Law hurts, kills. It hurts to 

kill that Old Adam for our Old Adam is very much a part of us, 



 3 

and it is hard for us to want to cut it off -- and left to 

ourselves, we probably would rather die with it rather than cut 

it off!  This amputation of our Old Adam is hard and painful.  

This cutting of the Law of God hurts like salt in the open 

wound. 

But by that cutting, killing Law, we are ready for the 

Spirit to then apply the healing salt of the Gospel.  Our 

mournful and terrified heart is comforted with the Good News 

that all of our sin has been completely forgiven in Christ.  We 

are assured that our guilt, the terminal disease of sin has been 

washed away in Jesus’ blood.  Salt in the wound not only hurts, 

but it also heals.  The Salt of God's Word as Law hurts and 

cuts, but the Salt of God, His Word is also Gospel, it also 

heals as it creates faith in our hearts to trust in the saving, 

healing balm of Christ's Blood and work for us.  And this salt 

that hurts and heals also gives then flavor/spice to life!  

Gives us true fulfilling life in Christ, the way we were created 

and designed to live and enjoy! 

 People of God, know and be assured that it was in your 

baptism where God, not you, first amputated your Old Adam, cut 

off and killed your sinful flesh with Christ, and saved your 

life.  There was where He raised you up to new life with Christ-

-freed from death and hell, worm and fire!  LIFE!  And again, 

this was all the Great Physician's doing, so we have nothing to 

boast about or feel superior to others.  Rather, we are again 

humbled as we are reminded of who we are, sinners, forgiven in 

Christ and made alive by Christ!  

And it is by this daily self-examination that our Lord 

calls us to do in this text, this daily recalling of our Baptism 

(that daily crucifixion, that daily amputation of the Old Man)  

of dying and raising to life in Christ and our need for grace, 

as well as our struggle by the strength of God to overcome our 

own sins, that helps us to better appreciate the weakness of 

others and their struggles.  We suddenly can begin to become 

less critical of those who may be weaker in the faith and 

instead of tearing each other down, we start to support and 

encourage and build each other up in Christ. 

In this way, as we focus on our Baptismal grace and upon 

the whole Word of God, His Law and Gospel, His healing, life 

giving, though sometimes painful salt, He enables us to be 

healing salt to each other as we share the Healing Word of God 

with each other.  And then we as our Lord says in our text will 

have peace with one another.  

 

 

 


