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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

In our lessons over the course of the last several weeks we have found 

Jesus teaching on the subject of how not to be a disciple.  He has pointed to 

those who despised sinners and sneered at them in a degrading fashion and 

has said, in effect, "Don't do that.  Your heavenly Father searches out the lost 

and brings them home.  He sought you out when you were lost.  That is the 

example you are to follow."  He has pointed to materialists--to those who 

worshiped money and earthly treasure--and has said, in effect, "Don't do 

that.  Life does not consist in the abundance of material possessions.  It is 

much more important to be rich in the things of God than to be rich in the 

things of this world that fade and rust and pass away.  If you give yourself 

over to a worldly life, you life will be wasted.  You will experience eternal 

spiritual poverty.  You were made for better; don't do that."  

Well, after issuing these warnings about what not to do, our Lord turns 

today to the duties that disciples are to take up.  Let's turn to our lesson.  I'll 

read the first paragraph.
Jesus said to his disciples, "Things that cause people to sin are 

bound to come, but woe to that person through whom they come.  It 
would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied 
around his neck than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin.  
So watch yourselves.



The first duty of a disciple is to watch himself.  We need to make a sober 

assessment of who we are, of what we believe and of how we live.  And this 

needs to be done not simply for our own sake, but for the sake of others.  

You see, what we believe and how we act has consequences for those around 

us and we need to make sure our impact is for blessing and not for cursing.  

A disciple is not to be a stumbling block that prevents someone from coming 

to Jesus.

Now we can be stumbling blocks in basically two different ways.  We 

can be a stumbling block that keeps people from Christ through false 

doctrine or a stumbling block that keeps people from Christ through false or 

scandalous living.  Let me take those two categories one at a time.  We can 

be a stumbling block to others by teaching false doctrine.  And note this.  

Jesus is speaking to disciples here.  He is speaking to the church.  He is not 

speaking to people of other religions who are in spiritual darkness and do not 

know the truth.  He's speaking to us and reminding us of the responsibility 

we have to teach the truth about Jesus in our churches, in our families and in 

our witnessing.  If we are wrong here, our foundation will be corrupt and it 

will crumble.  And people will perish.

Beloved, false doctrine in the church is an extremely serious matter.  It 

comes in a number of forms.  Sometimes it comes in the form of outright 



heresy.  For example, there are some even in the church who deny the 

authority and inerrancy of the Bible.  They deny the virgin birth, the 

substitutionary atonement and the bodily resurrection of Christ.  There are 

many who deny the reality of heaven and hell and the second coming of 

Christ.  These people, who claim for themselves the name of Christ, 

maintain that Christianity is just one of many religions, all equally true, and 

that, in the end, we all go to the same place.  Jesus says in our lesson today 

that a person is better off dead than teaching such lies.  It would be better for 

him to have a millstone tied around his neck and be tossed into the ocean 

than for him to continue teaching falsehoods.

Sometimes false doctrine is more subtle than the outright denials of 

the faith I have just described.  Sometimes false teaching comes about 

through the overemphasizing of one biblical truth over another.  Let me give 

you an example: antinomianism and legalism.  Antinomianism is a word that 

simply means "against the law."  Antinomians say, "I have been saved by 

grace and by grace alone.  Because of what Jesus has done, I am free from 

the curse of the law.  I did not do anything for my salvation.  Good works 

played no part in it.  God gave me new life because of his own good 

pleasure."  So far, so good.  But then they go on to say, "Because salvation is 

of grace and not works, this must mean that what I do--how I live--doesn't 



matter.  I am free to live in any way I want because I am under grace.  The 

law no longer has anything to do with me.  I am "against the law."  I have 

chucked it out.  In fact, my sin does not matter any more, because where sin 

abounds, grace abounds all the more.  God's commandments are no longer in 

effect."  

Beloved, that is a damnable heresy.  We are saved by grace and grace 

alone.  We are by grace made free from the curse and penalty of the law.  But 

that does not mean we do not have a duty to follow the commandments of 

our Lord.  Quite the opposite.  Our free and gracious salvation increases our 

duty and obligation to walk in the way of obedience, because the way of 

obedience declares our love of Christ and our thankfulness to him for all he 

has done.  I say to you today with all the authority of the blessed Scripture, 

that without holiness no one will see the Lord.  If anyone tells you different, 

they are lying.  If you believe them, you are being led astray.

Now let's look at this imbalance from the other side, for while there 

are some who place too much emphasis on grace, there are others who place 

too much emphasis on the law.  These people are legalists.  They say, 

"Without holiness no one will see the Lord."  In that they are right, for we 

are saved in order to walk in holiness and to do good works.  The problem 



arises when they so emphasize this point that they discount grace.  Legalists 

see obedience to the Lord as a way to earn the grace and favour of God, not 

as an expression of thankfulness to God for the grace he has already shown.  

Legalism will do one of two things.  On the one hand, it can make you self-

righteous.  You can fool yourself into thinking that you have lived a perfect, 

sinless, God-honouring life.  On the other hand, it can drive you to despair, 

for if you can't fool yourself into thinking you are perfect and you have to be 

perfect to be acceptable to God, you have no hope.  Again, Jesus says that it 

is better to be killed than to be a teacher in his church lifting up false 

doctrines and leading people astray.

Another stumbling block is found in false or scandalous living.  

People pay attention to what we say and to what we do, what we teach and 

how we live.  Think of the damage done to the church when its leaders fall 

into sexual sin.  Not only are the people directly involved harmed, the work 

of the church is hindered as the name of Christ is dragged through the mud.  

Think of the damage to the church when its leaders succumb to materialism 

and greed and show themselves to be hirelings rather than shepherds of the 

flock.  Think of the damage to the congregation if there is a spirit of anger or 

vindictiveness or bitterness among them membership.  People are watching 

us and so we have a duty to watch ourselves--to take care about what we say, 



about what we do and about our attitude.  It is a serious business to be a 

disciple.  It matters--for ourselves, for others and for eternity.

  

After speaking of our duty as Christian disciples to self-examination 

in order to make sure we are not a stumbling block through what we teach or 

how we live, Jesus elaborates on our duties towards the brethren.  Our lesson 

continues,
If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.  

If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times come back 
to you and says, "I repent," forgive him.

"If your brother sins, rebuke him."  Let me talk for a moment about how we 

live together in Christ's church.  If somebody offends you, it may be 

appropriate to overlook it.  Perhaps the person is having a particularly bad 

day.  Things have gone wrong.  He has developed a toothache.  He says 

something stupid and hurtful to you, but you understand the circumstances.  

You recognize where he is coming from.  You don't take it seriously.  What 

he has said will not affect your relationship and it has not brought dishonour 

to Christ.  Proverbs 19:11 says, "A man's wisdom gives him patience; it is to 

his glory to overlook an offense."  

There are, however, times when an offense is more serious and it must 

be confronted and that is what Jesus is speaking of here.  How can you tell 



what must be addressed and what can be let go?  If an offense is going to 

damage your relationship with the person or if it reflects badly on Jesus, it 

cannot be ignored.  You see, as disciples we are to share in our commitment 

to righteousness and godliness.  We are to be accountable to one another for 

our walk.  We don't pursue our spirituality in isolation from one another, but 

with one another with a willingness to correct when necessary and to be 

corrected when we are wrong.  The rebuke Jesus speaks of is a positive, 

loving, honest and gentle confrontation of behaviour that is wrong in order 

to enhance and restore something that is in danger of being lost.  There is no 

room for being censorious or for enjoying the rebuke.  It's not a question of 

being a busy-body.  It's a question of encouraging a deeper and closer walk 

with the Lord.  

Now coupled with this duty to rebuke sin when necessary is the duty 

to forgive sin when it is repented of.  Beloved, regardless of personal hurt, if 

there is repentance we are to forgive.  How often?  Seven times in a day.  

That is to say, as often as forgiveness is asked.  "But hold on a second, Ken," 

you might say.  "If a person asks for forgiveness seven times in one day, 

surely their repentance is not sincere?"  It seems to me that Jesus is saying, 

the burden is on the forgiver more than on the repenter.  The person who 

repents is to be given the benefit of the doubt.  Why?  Because it is better for 



an unrepentant person to be forgiven than for a truly repentant person not to 

be forgiven.  That lack of forgiveness would put a stumbling block in his 

path and that is something Jesus has warned us no to do.

It's a tall order, isn't it?  Look to yourselves, to make sure you are 

holding on to the truth and living it out so you do not go astray or lead others 

down the wrong road.  Look to others and be an encouragement to godliness 

and righteousness among the brethren.  Help them to stay on the straight and 

narrow.  And even if you have been deeply wounded and offended, stand 

ready to forgive quickly and fully.  Those are your duties as disciples of 

Christ.  Well, when the apostles heard this word they were troubled.  They 

knew they weren't up to the task.  I can imagine them thinking, "Abraham 

dealt kindly with Lot.  Joseph forgave his brothers.  Moses did not hold the 

rebellion of Aaron and Miriam against them.  David didn't kill King Saul, 

even though Saul had tried to kill him.  But these are heroes of the faith and 

we are fishermen.  A tax collector.  A zealot.  Nobodies.  And we are to live a 

life of forgiveness like the great men of faith who preceded us?"  It's no 

wonder that "the apostles said to the Lord, 'Increase our faith.'"  They knew 

that in their own strength they could not meet their discipleship duties.  They 

could not do what the Lord required of them.  They needed help.  



But while they knew their need, they also knew who could supply 

their need.  They turned to the Lord and asked for more faith.  If you are 

having trouble forgiving someone, you need to pray for an increase in faith 

too.  How will that help?  Let me explain.  Suppose something dreadful has 

happened to you.  Somebody has gone out of his way to hurt you.  It may be 

personally or professionally.  You have been wounded.  Your heart aches.  

You have spent sleepless nights.  Your hurt is consuming you.  How will 

faith help you?  Well, turn to the Bible and what will you see?  You will be 

reminded that the Lord God is Almighty and Sovereign.  You will see again 

that he holds his creation in his hand in such a way that all things come 

about not as a result of chance or accident, but because of his will.  You will 

see his hand at work even the disaster that has befallen you.  You will also 

see as you search the Scriptures that God is a loving, heavenly Father and 

that he turns hurtful and even terrible things to the blessing of his people.  

What has befallen you is part of God's plan to bring him glory and you 

blessing.  

Now you may say, "How can that be?"  To that I would answer, "I 

don't know.  You don't know.  But we walk by faith, not by sight."  Think of 

Joseph.  He was sold into slavery.  He was accused of rape.  He was tossed 

into prison.  It was all a part of God's plan.  He didn’t understand it at the 



time but he trusted the Lord and the Lord proved to be true.  It is the same 

with every trial of every Christian.  They come from God's hands for God's 

purposes and for his glory and through them the Christian will be blessed in 

this life or in the life to come.  Trust him for it.  Keep the faith and when the 

time is right--either in this world or the next--God will show you what he is 

doing and you will give him thanksgiving and praise, honour and glory as 

you rejoice in his wisdom and love. 

Look at the lesson again.
If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this 

mulberry tree, "Be uprooted and planted in the sea," and it will obey 
you.  

To understand this saying we need to remember the context.  This saying 

doesn't have anything to do with forestry.  Jesus is saying, "I know your 

weaknesses and failings.  I know your calling is a high one and your duties 

as my disciples are difficult.  But know this: If you have an unforgiving 

spirit--even if it is as deeply rooted in your heart as a mulberry tree, a tree 

noted for its deep roots--through the exercise of faith it can be rooted out and 

tossed away.  There is no impediment so deep-seated that stands in your way 

that I will not remove.  Ask for relief and I will send it."  

Jesus ends the lesson with a brief parable.



Suppose one of you had a servant plowing or looking after the 
sheep.  Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, 
"Come along now and sit down and eat?"  Would he not rather say, 
"Prepare my supper and get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat 
and drink; after that you may eat and drink?"  Would he thank the 
servant because he did what he was told to do?  So you also, when 
you have done everything you were told to do, should say, "We are 
unworthy servants; we have only done our duty."  

Now, given the immense duties that the Christian disciple is to render to the 

Lord--examining his heart, keeping little ones safe, rebuking those who sin, 

forgiving quickly and repeatedly any who repent, exercising powerful and 

effective faith--a disciple might fall into the trap of thinking that what he is 

doing merits divine favour.  Listen to what J. C. Ryle has to say here:
We are all naturally proud and self-righteous.  We think far 

more highly of ourselves, our deserts and our character than we have 
any right to do.  It is a subtle disease, which manifests itself in a 
hundred different ways.  Most men can see it in other people.  Few 
will allow its presence in themselves.  Seldom will a man be found, 
however wicked, who does not secretly flatter himself that there is 
somebody else worse than he is.  Seldom will a saint be found who is 
not at seasons tempted to be satisfied and pleased with himself.  There 
is such a thing as a pride which wears the cloak of humility.  There is 
not a heart upon earth which does not contain a piece of the Pharisee's 
character.  

To give up self-righteousness is absolutely needful to salvation.  
He that desires to be saved must confess that there is no good thing in 
him, and that he has no merit, no goodness, no worthiness of his own.  
He must be willing to renounce his own righteousness and to trust in 
the righteousness of another, even Christ the Lord.  Once pardoned 
and forgiven, we must travel the daily journey of life under a deep 
conviction that we are "unprofitable servants."  At our best we only do 
our duty, and have nothing to boast of.  And even when we do our 
duty, it is not by our own power and might that we do it, but by the 
strength which is given to us from God.  

Claim upon God we have none.  Right to expect anything from 



God we have none.  Worthiness to deserve anything from God we 
have none.  All that we have we have received.  All that we are we 
owe to God's sovereign, distinguishing grace.

Beloved, it is all about God and not about you or me.  And so let us go about 

the duties he has laid upon us with wisdom, compassion, courage and 

cheerfulness and let us add our voices to the Apostle Paul who said, "God 

forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ."  In 

Christ's name.  AMEN.  


