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38 John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone driving out demons in your 
name. We tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” 
39 But Jesus said, “Do not try to stop him, because no one who does a miracle in 
my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil about me. 40 Whoever is not 
against us is for us. 41 Amen I tell you: Whoever gives you a cup of water to drink 
in my name, because you belong to Christ, will certainly not lose his reward. 
42 “Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to fall into sin, it 

would be better for him if he were thrown into the sea with a large millstone 

hung around his neck. 43 If your hand causes you to fall into sin, cut it off. It is 

better for you to enter life maimed, than to have two hands and go into hell, 

into the unquenchable fire, 44 ‘where their worm does not die, and the fire is not 

quenched.’ 45 If your foot causes you to fall into sin, cut it off. It is better for you 

to enter life lame, than to have two feet and be thrown into hell, 46 ‘where their 

worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.’ 47 If your eye causes you to fall 

into sin, pluck it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one 

eye, than to have two eyes and be thrown into hell, 48 ‘where their worm does 

not die, and the fire is not quenched.’ 49 For everyone will be salted with fire. 
50 Salt is good. But if the salt loses its flavor, how will you make it salty again? 

Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

On April 26th 2003, Aron Ralston went for a hike through Blue John Canyon in 

Southeastern Utah. As he was climbing down a boulder, that boulder came loose 

and crushed Aron’s right hand against the canyon wall. His arm was stuck; he 

wasn’t able to move. Not to make light of his situation, but Aron Ralston was 

literally trapped between a rock and hard place. (Actually, he would later write an 

autobiography using that as the title.) Aron was trapped with his right arm 

crushed under the boulder for six days. See, he hadn’t told anyone of his hiking 

plans, and he didn’t have any way to call for help, so no one knew where he was 

or even where to look. The only food and drink he had with him was two small 

burritos and about 12 ounces of water. Aron was able to ration them for five 

days. Yet he realized that if he wasn’t able to get his arm out from underneath the 

boulder he was going to die there. In fact, he was convinced that was exactly 

what would happen. So on that fifth day after running out of food and water, he 

carved his name, date of birth, and presumed death date into the canyon wall 



where he lay. He also recorded his goodbyes to his family and friends in case his 

body was ever found. We just listened to the audio of one of those videos. In the 

video, we heard Aron struggling with the decision to cut off his own arm. Well, he 

eventually did just that. With his dull pocket knife Aron Ralston amputated, he cut 

off, his own arm. He says it took him about one hour. But he was free. He was no 

longer trapped. Thankfully, on the way back to his car he came across other hikers 

who were able to hurry and alert authorities. Aron got the help he needed and 

lives to tell the story. One or two more days under that boulder, and he would 

have died. Cutting off his own arm saved his life.  

In the same situation, what would you do? Would you, could you, cut off your 

own arm in order to save your life? But what if the stakes were even higher? 

What if it wasn’t your physical life, your earthly life that is limited to a mere 70, 

80, maybe 90 years, but your eternal life? If it meant the difference between 

spending all of eternity in heaven or hell, would you amputate your arm? Would 

you cut off a foot? Would you pluck out an eye?  

You heard what Jesus said in today’s Gospel from the last part Mark 9. “43 If your 

hand causes you to fall into sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life 

maimed, than to have two hands and go into hell, into the unquenchable fire, 
44 ‘where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.’ 45 If your foot 

causes you to fall into sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame, than to 

have two feet and be thrown into hell, 46 ‘where their worm does not die, and 

the fire is not quenched.’ 47 If your eye causes you to fall into sin, pluck it out. It 

is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye, than to have two 

eyes and be thrown into hell.”  

Does Jesus want me to maim myself? We’re going to answer that question, but 

first how did we get to this point where Jesus is talking about lopping off limbs 

and plucking out eyes as a way to stay out of hell? In the last couple weeks our 

sermons focused on how Jesus kept leading his disciples away from themselves, 

away from who they are, what they do, and even their status because they’re 

with Jesus. Did it sink in? Were the disciples getting it? Apparently not. Because in 

the exact same conversation we looked at last week where Jesus was speaking 

about pride, almost interrupting Jesus to get it off of his chest, the disciple John 

says… “Teacher, we saw someone driving out demons in your name. We tried to 



stop him, because he was not following us.” He was not one of us. Yikes, do you 

see what they’re still concerned about? Us! It wasn’t sinking in. So again Jesus 

seeks to lead his disciples away from themselves and to him alone. This time he 

takes a little different approach.  

It’s as if Jesus says to his disciples, “Fine, you want to make it all about you, let’s 

make it all about you. If you want to gain life, if you want to avoid sin that may 

lead you out of heaven and into hell, you must cut off your arm, cut off your foot, 

pluck out your eye. That is what you would have to do if you are going to get 

yourself into heaven.”  

That’s how serious sin is. Sins I commit with my hands – failing to serve, taking 

something that isn’t mine, being lazy, holding too tightly to the things of this 

world– are damning. I deserve hell for each sin I commit with my hands. If I can 

keep from sinning in such ways by cutting off my hand, that’s what I should do. 

Sins I commit with my feet – going places I shouldn’t, standing in pride over who I 

am and what I do, failing to run from temptation and sin, putting myself in 

dangerous situations for my soul, stepping on others to get to the top – are 

damning. I deserve hell for each sin I commit with my feet. If I can keep from 

sinning in such ways by cutting off my foot, that’s what I should do. Sins I commit 

with my eyes – looks and stares that lead to lust, greed, covetous thoughts – are 

damning. I deserve hell for each sin I commit with my eyes. If I can keep from 

sinning in such ways by plucking out my eye, that’s what I should do.  

But would that do it? Is it that simple? Could amputating a few limbs and plucking 

out an eye really keep me out of hell? Because if it would, hand me Aron Ralston’s 

dull pocket knife right now! I’ll do it!  

This week’s probing question from Jesus comes at the very end of the reading. 

Jesus says, 50 Salt is good. But if the salt loses its flavor, how will you make it 

salty again? 2,000 years ago salt was very useful as a preservative. They didn’t 

have refrigeration, so they packaged things in salt. Salt was also used, as it is 

today, to season food. Salt is good, Jesus says, it’s useful. But if it loses its 

saltiness, if it’s no longer able to carry out its purpose, what good is it? And how 

can it be made salty again? Jesus is telling his disciples, “You have a purpose. You 

are to follow and honor me. You are to live peacefully with one another. But if 

you lose your purpose, if by your sin you fail to follow and honor me, if by your sin 



you fail to be at peace with one another, how will you make it salty again? How 

can the disciples, how can you and I, make ourselves fit for heaven?  

Can we make it salty again? Can we save ourselves by cutting off a hand, a foot, 

by plucking out an eye? No. To keep from sinning we would have to do away with 

far more. Jesus says in Matthew’s gospel, “For out of the heart come evil 

thoughts—murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. 

(Matthew 15:19) Sin has its roots in the heart. I would have to cut out my heart. 

This is the conclusion Jesus brings us to. “How can you make it salty again?” You 

can’t. You can’t.  

We can’t depend on ourselves for our salvation and eternity, to make things right 

with God. Even cutting off limbs wouldn’t do it. We must depend on Jesus. We 

must fall on our knees and echo the words of Psalm 51 – the Psalm we sang 

today. “Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within 

me.” (Psalm 51:10) “Lord, I need a pure heart, a new heart, please give it to me!” 

You know, the most beautiful part of that prayer is that he answers it.  

First glance at this reading from Mark 9 and we may not see it, but behind this 

very harsh law – this harsh law that says hell is so real and so terrible that if you 

could keep from going there by cutting off your limbs that is what you should do, 

but you can’t – behind that terrifying law is the loving and compassionate heart of 

our Savior Jesus. See, Jesus wants nothing more than for us to be close to him and 

remain close to him. He wants nothing more than for us to be with him forever in 

heaven. That’s why he gives us these commands. That’s why he speaks these 

harsh, in your face words to his disciples. It’s his love. It’s his want for us to be 

safe and whole in heaven.  

Jesus knows that us giving up our hands and feet wouldn’t be enough to save us 

from the fires of hell, so he gave up his. He allowed himself to be cut up and 

maimed: His hands, his feet, his head, his back, his side, his heart as it carried the 

weight of our sin. Jesus allowed himself to be cut off from God the Father, so we 

never would. That’s his love for you. That’s his want for you to be close to him 

forever.  

“How can you make it salty again?” You can’t, so simply cling to Jesus who did.  



How do I cling to Jesus? Well, maybe I need to ask myself... Are there things I’m 

attached to, not physically, that I should cut off to make sure I remain close to 

Jesus? I can’t cut off my hand, but I can cut myself off from the temptation to hold 

too tightly to the fleeting comforts of the world – wealth, security, approval – by 

holding on to the eternal blessings from God – forgiveness, life, salvation. I can’t 

cut off my foot, but I can cut myself off from the things that tempt me to sin with 

my foot. I won’t walk into the bar where I can’t keep myself from having more 

than one or two drinks. I won’t walk into my girlfriend’s apartment late at night, 

when I know I will have a hard time leaving. I can’t pluck out my eye, but I can 

keep my eyes from seeing things that are only going to cause me to sin. Maybe it 

means not looking at social media because it only stirs up feelings of jealously, 

envy, and discontent. I’m not going to read articles about the my favorite sports 

team from sports illustrated online if the images of the swimsuit models are going 

to lead me to thoughts of lust. And of course there are countless more examples 

and applications. Temptation is as unique as the people in this room. You know 

yourself. What must you avoid, what must you “cut off” to stay close to Jesus?  

Because your Savior Jesus wants nothing more than for you to remain close to 

him forever. He made it so. He’s given you a new, a pure, heart. He made you 

salty again. Amen 


