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Pentecost 19 ~ Series B ~ October 15, 2006

Measuring Up


The text for our message is our Gospel lesson, Mark 9:38-50, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

The sinfulness of our world is not hard to see.  Plenty of sermons have been preached on the evils of alcohol and drug abuse, sex outside of marriage, cheating, lying, and so on.  Those things are easy targets.  Most of us are fully aware these things are wrong, they are sinful, and they are clearly contrary to God’s will and Word.  However, we Christians who are serious about following Jesus are vulnerable to some particular shortcomings of our own.  We may quickly judge others while being curiously uncritical of our own rotten attitudes.  To put it another way, we may be rough on others while going easy on ourselves.

Years ago, the movie Mary Poppins told of a nanny who moved in to take care of two mischievous children.  Before she unpacked, she took out her measuring tape to see how the two children would “measure up.”  The magic tape indicated that the children often told false stories and were lazy in picking up.  Then they wanted to see how the new governess measured up.  When they held the tape up to her, it read, “Mary Poppins: practically perfect in every way.” 

This incident in the movie was humorous.  But in real life, it isn’t funny when people of God begin thinking of themselves that way.  Of course, none of us would probably say it so bluntly, but at times our words and actions reveal that according to our own estimate, we are “practically perfect in every way,” and that others just don’t quite measure up to our high standards.  

It’s true isn’t it?  Frequently we look at ourselves in the wrong way.  And unfortunately, we are also far too quick to see the shortcomings of others.  

In our text, St. John condemned a man who was working for Jesus because the man didn’t measure up in John’s mind.  “Teacher,” said John, “we saw a man driving out demons in Your name and we told him to stop, because he was not one of us.”  It almost sounds like a preschooler tattling on another child, doesn’t it? 

But such immaturity is not limited to St. John.  It can also happen to you and me.  Even the most active church members can be quick to judge the faith and the actions of Christians they perceive as weaker.  We say things like, “How come those people never help?”… “Why does it always seem to be the same people who do all the work?”… “It sure would be nice if so and so came to church more often.” … Or “If only some of those other people would start contributing to the offerings like I am, we wouldn’t have to worry about the church budget.”

We are just as quick to gloss over our own weaknesses and either not see them or fail to do anything about them.  Have you ever seen a patient person get exasperated at somebody else’s impatience?  He can become guilty of the very same thing he hates to see in others.   Likewise, don’t pride yourself on your own strength compared to another’s weakness.  Before you know it, your arrogance about how strong you are will become your greatest weakness!

Contrary to John’s expectation, Jesus sides with the “unauthorized” man.  “Do not stop him,” Jesus said.  “No one who does a miracle in my name can in the next moment say anything bad about me.”  In effect, Jesus tells John, “He’s trying.  Give him the benefit of the doubt!”   The Lord is patient enough to put up with a few imperfections, especially in those who are new believers.  He is prepared to commend even those who have a long way to go in their spiritual walk, but in whom God’s Spirit has obviously done some work.  

Moses demonstrates the same attitude in our Old Testament reading.  When Eldad and Medad started prophesying in the camp, Joshua spoke up and said, “Moses, my lord, stop them!”  But Moses replied, “Are you jealous for my sake?  I wish that all the Lord’s people were prophets and the Lord would put His Spirit on them!”  Not only was Moses not going to stop the men from prophesying, he wished that all of the Lord’s people had the Spirit and would proclaim His holy Word to their neighbor.

Jesus went on to say: “I tell you the truth, anyone who gives you a cup of water in my name because you belong to Christ will certainly not lose his reward.  What a contrast to John’s concern in verse 38!  While John was upset about a man doing good because he was “unofficial,” Jesus says that even the smallest act of kindness done for His followers will be rewarded.  Clearly, Jesus wants to engender an appreciative and encouraging attitude toward those new believers whom the disciples might readily dismiss as weak.

In verse 42, the Lord intensifies His remarks about accepting the weak.  He is so serious about embracing “these little ones who believe in me” that He warns that causing them to sin, literally, “to be offended,” will result in severe punishment.  “It would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a large millstone tied around his neck.”  Although “little ones” can certainly include children, like those in the earlier verse of this chapter, it is better in this context not to exclude adults who may be new to the faith or immature.  Jesus’ point is clear: To cause even those whom we might consider to be the least believers to sin or fall away from the faith will bring serious judgment.

Of course, the tendency to offend or cause others to sin begins with a weakness in ourselves.  And while we ought to accept others despite their shortcomings, we need to be strong and self-disciplined in combating our own sinful tendencies.  We must be willing to undergo some radical and painful surgery from God’s cutting law.  

Jesus says: “If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off.  It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into hell; where the fire never goes out.  And if your foot causes you to sin, cut it off.  It is better for you to enter life crippled than to have two feet and be thrown into hell.  And if your eye causes you to 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, where the worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.”

The fact that Jesus says the same thing three times about various body parts underlies the seriousness of the matter.  If our hands, feet, or eyes were really the cause of evil in us, we should not hesitate to part with them, since living a handicapped life in this world isn’t nearly as frightful as spending eternity in hell, described here in terms of Isaiah 66:24 as everlasting punishment with a worm that never finishes chewing and a fire that is never done burning its victim.  Thus, we who are often rough on others should actually be much rougher on ourselves.


Jesus was always brutal in His condemnation of all those who look at the faults of others, but ignore their own.  Think about how often He took the Pharisees to task for their hypocrisy.  In Matthew 7, Jesus warns us all: “Do not judge, or you too will be judged.  For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”

Then Jesus uses an absurd word picture to illustrate just how ridiculous our judging can be: “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the plank in your own eyes?”  How can to you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.” 


Do you sometimes criticize others and point out their weaknesses and sins?  Martin Luther echoes Jesus’ urgent admonition not to criticize others while overlooking your own sins when he writes:


“But this lesson is never learned.  In this world one brother is forever rebuking another because of a mote, while he himself has a large beam in the eye.  For where you have one charge against your neighbor, God has thousands upon thousands against you for never having kept His Commandments as long as you have lived and for having sinned against them in many ways.  This you do not see, but want to fall upon your neighbor and destroy him because of a single bad word.  Shame on you!  Are you so keen-eyed and still cannot see this large beam?


“Therefore a Christian should follow a different practice.  When he sees the mote in his brother’s eye, he should go look at himself in a mirror before passing judgment.  He will then find beams in his eye big enough to make hog troughs.  Consequently he will have to say: What is this anyway?  My neighbor has done this once in a quarter, a half, a whole year; but I have become so old and have never yet kept the commandments of our Lord God, yea, I transgress them every hour and moment.  How can I be such a desperate rascal?  My sins are nothing but large oaks, thirty feet tall; and I allow the paltry motes, the specks of dust in my brother’s eye to irritate me more than my large beams!  But this should not be.  I must first see how to get rid of my own sins.  This will keep me so busy that I suppose I shall forget about the motes” (What Luther Says, #1576).


Examine your life.  Might the reason the devil often tempts you to look at others’ faults be that you have never permitted God’s Word to take deep root in your own heart?  Through God’s Word the Holy Spirit convicts you of your sin (John 16:8).  Then, the Holy Spirit enables you to sing a God-pleasing confession with the psalmist: “Against Thee, Thee only, I have sinned, and done what is evil in Thy sight, so that Thou art justified when Thou dost speak, and blameless when Thou dost judge” (Psalm 51:4).


As God’s Word and Spirit work in your heart, let God’s love and forgiveness transform you and make you a new person with a new attitude.  St. Paul writes: “Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.  Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.”

This passage of Ephesians 4:31-32 is one section of God’s Word all Christians should memorize.  Begin doing so today!  Only God’s Gospel will enable you to overcome the sin of being overcritical of others.


As you seek to live a new life toward God and those you have criticized in the past, the following may be helpful.  Note that in 1 Timothy 5:13, St. Paul explains that people become busybodies and begin to gossip about others when they do not have enough to do.  It has been correctly said: “An idle mind is the devil’s workshop.”


Don’t let Satan set up a workshop in your head.  Instead, be busy serving others by helping children learn their school lessons; by teaching Sunday School; by visiting the sick and injured in the hospital; by asking the pastor if you can call by phone or stop by to visit anyone who has visited your church lately; by asking single parents if they could use some help raising their children; or by asking your pastor how you could help make foreign mission work more known in your congregation.  Call up and invite your “weaker” brothers and sisters to help the next time a project comes up.  Tell them how much they are missed when they are not here to worship with us.  Volunteer to pick them up for a worship service or a Bible study class.


Most of all, keep the devil from occupying your mind, and thus focusing on the sins and failures of others, fill your heart and mind with God’s holy Word.  Reading daily from your Bible.  Spend time in prayer and devotions.  In the Preface to his Large Catechism, Martin Luther offers this positive advice:


“Nothing is so effectual against the world, the flesh and the devil and all evil thoughts as to be occupied with God’s Word, in conversation and meditation.  The first Psalm, in the second verse, calls those blessed who meditate upon the Law of the Lord day and night.  No smoke or incense or other savor will be so offensive to Satan as your occupying yourself with God’s commandments and words, speaking, singing and thinking concerning them.”  


When your mind is occupied with God’s Word, you can live with the confidence that God’s Word and Spirit will create a new life and attitude within your heart.  You will be better able to bear the shortcomings and deficiencies of your weaker brother or sister.  You can forgive others their few and relatively insignificant sins against you, because you remember that you are forgiven all of your many sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.


Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

