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This is a sermon about stumbling.  Stumbling (and falling) is a common 
danger in spiritual life, and Jesus warns us: To be on the spiritual path, to be 

a disciple, is to make certain choices about your life, choices you won’t 
necessarily have to make if you are not a follower of Jesus. Sometimes those 

choices are tough. 
 

Stumbling happens.  We all have stumbled, and we will likely stumble again.  
It is important to remember as we begin this message that we are saved by 

God’s grace and not by our perfection. 
 

Stumbling is unpleasant.  I was a Florida boy who moved to the Midwest and 

had to learn how to walk on snow and ice.  I fell several times, including 
once when I fell backward on a sidewalk and hit my head.  My wife slipped 

on the ice and injured her knee.  Stumbling is painful and can do real 
damage to yourself and others. 

 
Jesus warns against spiritual stumbling in the same way I might warn you 

about walking on ice.  The warning is somber because the danger is real. 
 

Stumbling happens because life in Christ is not something that conveniently 
fits into our lives.  It intrudes on us. We would like for it to fit in with 

everything else we want but it will not. Anybody that has the notion of 
Christianity as being some kind of comfort food for those who are in need of 

a crutch to help them through life has never actually come up against the 
claims of Jesus of Nazareth. The demands of Jesus are significant and 

serious. 

 
Stumbling happens because the cost of discipleship is high and because 

Jesus calls us to be and do things that do not come easily or naturally. We 
have to learn, much like a child learning to walk.  Children stumble and fall 

because they are developing, and because they are not yet strong. Become 
a follower of Jesus and you are immediately introduced into a life that is 

different. You have to become like that child who is learning. You stumble as 
you learn. 

 
So Jesus issues some warnings about stumbling.  The language is figurative 

and hyperbolic, vivid and harsh.  We are not meant to take these hard 
warnings literally; he speaks in these terms to get our attention and impress 

on us the seriousness of the moment. 
 



First is a warning about stumbling blocks placed in front of others. The “little 
ones” do not refer to children, but instead to followers of Christ, or disciples, 

particularly new ones.  In several places in the New Testament believers are 
referred to as children. The term reminds us that there is no such thing as a 

“mature Christian.” Across our life cycle there is always more to learn or 
grow into and there is never a moment when our hands do not need to hold 

tightly to the hand of our Father in heaven.  
 

Those of us who have walked with Jesus are warned that we have a 
special responsibility to relate to others with great care. I can set a 

stumbling block in front of another by my carelessness, my lack of empathy 
or love, or just simply because of my ego.  This is a terrible thing, far more 

consequential than we realize. The idea of a millstone placed around my 
neck is meant to remind me that every encounter I have with another 

person has deep and potentially lasting spiritual implications. 

 
The second challenge is personal and says in three different ways the same 

thing. If your hand, or your foot, or your eye causes you to stumble, then 
cut it off or pluck it out. Better to enter life maimed, better to enter life 

crippled, better to enter the Kingdom blind, than to be thrown into hell. 
 

To say it differently, it is better to renounce habits, thoughts, 
pleasures, possessions, or aspirations that might separate you from 

God than it is to try to have everything.  Life estranged from God is 
described as a state where “the worm never dies, and the fire is never 

quenched.” Life without Christ ultimately is a life of misery. That terrible 
condition can be avoided, but only through choices that are costly. 

 
What are your special temptations, those things that hold you back from 

following Christ with your whole heart and life?  What do you tightly grasp as 

a way of keeping God at arm’s length? What compromises do you make, 
what habits do you cling to, what opinions do you cherish, what prejudices 

do you retain, what pleasures do you hide?  What is the ignorance you revel 
in, or the goals or outcomes in life you insist upon, that cause you to 

stumble in the living of a life of faith? 
 

Jesus offers a way of life that has to be intentionally chosen to the exclusion 
of other things. We don’t like having to choose, always preferring to have it 

all. But that isn’t how life works. Making tough personal choices is required 
of every disciple. 

 
Jesus ends with this challenge: everyone will be salted with fire.   

Following Jesus is going to be a refining process whereby you are “salted,” a 
reference to ancient Israelite sacrifices offered to God.  “Everyone will 



be salted with fire” is a way of saying your life is being prepared as an 
offering pleasing to God, made holy by its refinement. 

 
But if salt loses its saltiness, how can you season it?  Have salt and be at 

peace. 
 


