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“SALTED WITH FIRE”
(Mark 9:42-50)

SUBJECT: Following Jesus
F.C.F.: What happens to those who refuse to follow Jesus?
PROPOSITION: Since Jesus is our only hope, we must follow him.   
INTRODUCTION

A. I was stopped at a light in Eastern Iowa when a well-kept eighteen-wheeler pulled up beside me. The driver’s door carried a large sign that read, “Is there life after death? Mess with my truck, and you will find out!” I assumed it was a joke. but also had no interest in messing with his truck. 

We need to consider a sincere warning in terms of kindness. Some action on our part may lead to painful consequences. The sign reading “Danger! Keep Out!” is not meant to be offensive, nor is it given to pique our curiosity. Something beyond that particular point poses a hazard, and the proprietor means to keep us safe, unharmed. 


A warning ordinarily consists of two distinct elements. There is the potential infraction, often crossing a line or performing some action. And then there is the penalty or consequence for violating the rule. Years ago, the Illinois state legislature passed an ordinance they called “Scott’s law,” as have many other states. It requires drivers to slow down and move into another lane when approaching emergency vehicles along the roadside, and it carries heavy sanctions including losing your driving privileges for a time. The problem was that the legislature had no money to publicize the new law. So, they figured, just have the officers arrest violators and word would eventually get around. This did not constitute a true warning, nor did it demonstrate kindness or respect. 


B. In our Scripture text from Mark 9, our Lord Jesus continues his private, insider instructions to the twelve. And he offers the most severe warnings found in the New Testament. This confidential counsel was to be kept secret only for a short time, till after Christ’s resurrection from the dead. But we would do well to examine and take to heart these warnings, if not for the extreme severity of the penalty involved, for the reason that they originate from the lips of the Son of God. 


C. When it comes to understanding God’s Word, the context is of utmost importance. In this text, the word translated “sin” is used four times. This is the infraction part of the warning. What kind of sin is in view? The context from verse 42 gives us a helpful clue: “these little ones who believe in me.” The “sin” warned against is to “not believe in” Jesus. 

I. WE MUST NOT LEAD OTHERS FROM JESUS.


A. We would be wise to examine our terms closely. “Sin” here is not from the usual word that is translated as such, “hamartano.” Rather, it is the Greek term from which we get our word “scandal”: “skandalizo.” It means to place a stumbling block before someone. Its root refers to the trigger stick of a trap. A heavy cage is suspended overhead. When the unsuspecting prey moves the trigger stick, the cage falls. To translate this as “cause to sin,” implies somehow enticing or even forcing another to commit some sin. You tell someone a dirty joke, and suddenly they are gripped with impure thoughts of lust. You deliberately trip someone or cut them off in traffic, and they blow up in unjust anger. You show off your fancy new Ford vehicle causing everyone around you to be swept away by envy. 

B. While it’s true that we should not entice others to sin, of course, the particular “sin” in view here is to refuse to follow or to quit following Jesus. That is certainly a sin, and, when you think about it, it is the most damnable sin, for it is rejecting the Son of God, spurning his amazing gift of self-sacrifice in winning salvation for his people, and so treating his person and his work as of no account. 


And the wickedness of this sin is displayed through the penalty attached to its violation. “42 “Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him if a great millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea.” Being deliberately drowned is a horrible way of dying. That’s why the torture technique of water boarding is so effective. It gives the sense of drowning with its bodily panic reaction and also the emotional horror of dying. So, why would Jesus say that it would be better for someone to undergo this unthinkable form of execution? It’s because the violation of this rule invites a penalty that is literally worse than death! It would be better if these offenders had been killed before they offended, even killed in a horrible way.  


This is pretty serious! What is Jesus referring to? Well, context helps again. And what was being discussed just before this? John had boasted that the disciples had tried to stop some others who were casting out demons (successfully, apparently) in Jesus’ name, because they were not “of us.” In other words, here were some new believers happily engaged in serving Jesus, and the twelve were trying to discourage them from doing so! Again, the “sin” Jesus speaks of in verse 42 is the sin of leading away, dissuading, discouraging “these little ones who believe in [Jesus]” from believing in and serving him.

C. And who was doing this? Well, obviously, the unbelieving religious leaders, the scribes and the Pharisees were doing so. False religious leaders abound today. Christian liberalism that denies almost every tenet of the biblical faith has for well over a century led people away from sincere faith in Christ. The false teachers of the new humanistic religion, the gurus of self-esteem and self-autonomy have done the same, pointing to an inward experience or to the supreme worthiness of the self as the true focus of attention and even worship. 

Years ago, I visited with a woman who claimed to be a pastor. She said she had grown up in a Presbyterian Church in California, which she named. I had heard very good things about this church: its faithful leaders and its fidelity to the Word of God. She then went to seminary with what she referred to as her “Sunday School faith,” and in that seminary “learned” that everything she had been taught was nonsense and that truly enlightened, sophisticated Christians did not believe any of that simplistic stuff about sin and forgiveness, about Jesus dying on the cross and rising from the dead. And she quickly abandoned her “Sunday School faith.”

And Jesus said that it would be better for such false teachers who deceive and lead young believers astray to be tied to a huge millstone and tossed into the murky depths of the sea. Remember, the Jews were not really a seafaring people. The sea terrified them. You could well imagine peering into the depths and seeing spasming bodies tethered to the heavy weight on the ocean floor, eventually growing still, and their lifeless limbs gently waving in the current.  


We must not quench the spirits of new believers. We must not lead them astray, away from sincere faith in the Son of God. We must not make them stumble, prompting them to become ensnared in unbelief. And…
II. WE MUST NOT DRIFT AWAY FROM JESUS.

A. It’s helpful to understand that the same word that is translated “sin” in verse 42 also appears in verse 43, 45, and 47. To sin, to disobey any of God’s commands is, of course, a serious matter. But the particular “sin” in view in verse 42 was the sin of rejecting or walking away from Jesus, not sins like greed, unjust anger, or lust. So, it’s not just that the hand might prompt us to steal, or the foot to go somewhere we shouldn’t, or our eye to lead us to envying the good things that belong to others. 

Rather, just as we must not put a stumbling block before young believers, we must not permit anything to cause us to stumble, either, to abandon Christ ourselves. For without Jesus, without embracing his saving work on our behalf, we are liable to the eternal punishment of hell. “43 And if your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life crippled than with two hands to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. 45 And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame than with two feet to be thrown into hell. 47 And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell, 48 ‘where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.’”

B. The worldly treasures we grasp for and refuse to relinquish, the sinful pleasures we eagerly pursue, the envious eye that is never satisfied: these are all trusting the false promises of idols. Idols are God- substitutes, and they are virtually limitless. They are whatever comes to mind when we think, “I would be truly happy if only I could have or do THIS.” And the reason we seek these God-substitutes, of course, is because we do not know our God or somehow imagine that true life and wellbeing are to be found apart from him. 


And using these extreme images of amputations of offending limbs or gouging out offending eyes, Jesus is solemnly, kindly warning us of the danger of these deceiving and distracting idols. It is certainly true that Jesus is not speaking literally, but figuratively. R.C. Sproul points out the Hebrew, distain for mutilating the body. An early church father, Origen, not a wise theologian by any means, did take this literally. In his misguided zeal, he emasculated himself attempting to overcome lustful thoughts. This prompted the wisdom of the Council of Nicaea to outlaw such actions. 


But the danger of idols, of God-substitutes, is of course, that they draw us away from God himself and rob us of true joy in this life and salvation in the life to come. And Jesus soberly warns of the coming judgment and the eternal suffering of those who will not submit to him in saving faith, but hope in false gods like pleasure or prestige. The word translated “hell,” “gehenna” is a transliteration of “Ben-hinnom,” a notorious valley south of Jerusalem where, in their darker days, the Jews had practiced child sacrifice, burning their children to the pagan god Molech. The good king Josiah desecrated that wicked place so that it could never again be used for that vile practice. It became the always-burning, maggot-infested garbage dump for Jerusalem, where the carcasses of dead animals and even the bodies of condemned criminals were cast. It was a picture of the torment of the unrepentant, and for the Jews conveyed the image of extreme horror. 


C. The biblical theme of hell as the place of the everlasting torment of the unrepentant is not popular today. (I’m not sure it was ever popular!) But it is so universally taught in God’s Word as to be undeniable. Some may ask how a good God could ever inflict such a punishment upon people. The better question, the right question is how a truly good, holy, righteous God could NOT condemn in the extreme the insolent, defiant rebels who refuse to submit to his holy, good law or to embrace the astonishing gift of his own Son who endured the infinite horror of hell to rescue the ungodly. What would be the right penalty for spiritual treason against the God who made all things and graced us with the greatest privilege of being made in his own image? 

So, the point is that…

III. WE MUST FOLLOW JESUS WHOLEHEARTEDLY.


A. And this is what Jesus has taken his twelve aside to explain to them. It’s not about this or that particular sin, remarkably. It’s not about who will be preeminent, in first place in the coming kingdom. It’s not about who has to be authorized by whom before they can serve the Lord. It’s all about Jesus himself. It’s about union with him. It’s about trusting, submitting, following, and never quitting Jesus. And that, even when it becomes costly. 

And I want to remind you of the situation of those first eager readers of Mark’s gospel. Most likely, he wrote to encourage believers in Rome who were being hard pressed by the authorities there in the capital city. Nero had claimed to be the Son of God: nope, Jesus is the Son of God. Nero called for an almost religious loyalty and devotion: nope, that place belongs only to Jesus. Those who defied Caesar would suffer loss, imprisonment, even death: no matter, because those who would walk away from Jesus would face the fires of hell.


B. Jesus concludes with a discussion of salt and fire, which may seem odd to us, but which spoke directly to the people of Mark’s day. “49 For everyone will be salted with fire.” The idea there was of the temple sacrifice in Jerusalem which required the addition of salt. The point is that the believer is not simply called to sacrifice a hand or foot or eye, but to become a sacrifice for God. Paul develops this further in Romans 12:1, where he speaks of our presenting our bodies to God, a “living sacrifice,” holy and acceptable to him. The salt-sacrifice of believers will take the form of fiery trials. Of course, at the time that Mark was writing, many believers in Rome were being severely punished for their faith in Jesus. They were being called to sacrifice for the sake of Christ. 

C. Then, Jesus shifts the image to warn against the danger of becoming “unsalty” salt. The stuff that comes out of our shakers is pure salt. But the salt of that day was often gathered from the shores of the Dead Sea. It was mixed with other minerals. The true salt could be leeched out of it, leaving only the tasteless powder that neither enhanced flavor nor inhibited decay. The point is obvious: professing believers who through distraction or duress desert Jesus lose their vital connection to him, and cannot be made salty again.


And this saltiness, this joyful allegiance to Jesus among believers becomes their bond of peace. Hence, our Lord’s call to “Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” Jesus himself is the bond that unites his people. It is the peace and wellbeing we possess in him, the fruit of love, joy, and peace he creates in us, that enables us to be at peace with others, but especially, specifically with others who are at peace with him. 

CONCLUSION


I just have to remind you that there is no peace in the world apart from the peace of Christ. All other so-called “peace” between nations or neighbors, even in families and marriages, can only be a truce. As long as it’s mutually beneficial to me, we will not attack. But the minute that changes, all bets are off. Here in Christ, where rebellious, angry, grasping, insatiable sinners have been subdued and become supremely satisfied in Jesus, is the only hope for true peace and wellbeing. Apart from Christ, everything and everyone must be employed in the attempt to fill the empty, aching abyss of the human heart. Marriage is only two leeches trying to draw life from the other. 
But the Son of God has life in himself. United to him by faith, reconciled to the eternal and abundant life of God, we bring life to our human relationships. And that’s different, unique, unparalleled anywhere else in any human interaction or relationship. And so Jesus offers this great hope for the family of God: “Have salt [the vibrancy of life in Christ] in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.”
____________________________________________________________________________________________


