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The theme of this years Pastors’ Conference at the Southern Baptist Convention and the underlying theme of the Convention itself was holiness in the Christian life, or the victorious, Spirit-filled life.  One certainly cannot argue with the need for this call to holiness.  God is clear in His Word that the people of God are to be holy because He is holy (Lev. 11:44-45; 19:2; 20:7; 1 Pet. 1:16).  The believer is commanded to pursue righteousness, holiness, godliness, or sanctification (1 Tim. 6:11; 2 Tim. 2:22; Heb. 12:14).  


However, we must ask, “How is the believer to pursue righteousness and holiness?”  Many today misunderstand what this pursuit entails.  The doctrine of sanctification has been the center of controversy in the Church since the beginning of church history.  Over the past 150 years in particular, the influence of holiness and higher life movements that originated about the same time as the Southern Baptist Convention have had a direct influence on many SBC pastors.  With some, there exists a lack of balance in the teaching of how one is to pursue holiness, righteousness, or sanctification.  While rightly emphasizing the freedom we have in Christ Jesus from the penalty and bondage of sin in our justification, how one is to overcome the power of sin that remains in one’s life is often skewed.  The thought is that it is through one act of faith that Christ-likeness is claimed and obtained.  Faith in Christ is emphasized almost to the exclusion of daily repentance from sin.  


But, as Geoff Thomas rightly suggests, God has appointed two means of pursuing holiness: looking by faith unto Jesus, and by repentance killing remaining sin.
  Those who emphasize faith and speak little if any of biblical repentance undermine any number of imperatives we find in Scripture to deal with sin.  Commands such as Hebrews 12:1, “Let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us.”  In Ephesians 4 we are told to put off the old self and put on the new.  We will look at a couple of others in a moment.  Those that hold the incorrect view of higher life teaching live according to this warped understanding of faith and Christ-likeness.  They have a “let go, let God” mentality that leads to a rather cavalier view of how to deal with sin in the believer’s life.  They suggest that the Christian is not to strive or struggle in their pursuit of holiness because they have the Spirit of God to overcome.  Fred Wolfe, former pastor of Cottage Hill Baptist in Mobile, AL and founder and president of Barnabas Ministries, made the following statement at a breakout session at the Pastors’ Conference, “You don’t ever get to be like Jesus by struggling or striving—you do it by emptying yourself of your sin and letting Him live through you… The victorious, Spirit-filled life is Jesus Christ living in us and through us.  It is not us doing our best for God; it’s Christ using us as a vessel of honor.”
  


The danger of this view of sanctification is exposed in the suggested passivity of the believer.  They are not to be actively engaged in their battle with sin.  You simply leave the battle to Jesus.  Surrender it all to Him, or, in Wolfe’s words, it is in “emptying yourself of your sin and letting Him live through you.”  Let go, let God.  Needless to say, those that hold this view would have a problem with our text this morning.  Contrary to what Wolfe suggests, Jesus shows in our text that growing in Christ, or sanctification, is a constant struggle against sin and a continual striving for holiness because of remaining sin in the life of the believer.
I.  The presence and power of remaining sin (9:43-47)


  Last week we looked at the consequences for one who causes another believer to stumble.  If we cause another of God’s children to stumble or lead them into sin, then we face a most severe judgment.  The apostle John, because of his “them and us” mentality, unnecessarily rebuked a fellow believer for casting out demons in Jesus’ name, seeking to hinder him.  Jesus reminded John, “Whoever is not against us is for us” (9:40).  Therefore, the believer is to be careful that they do not cause a fellow believer to stumble because of an exclusivity based upon their preferences.  We must take care that we do not foster a “them and us” mentality” in the body of Christ.


In this text, Jesus continues the theme of “stumbling” by turning the focus away from causing others to stumble to that which causes self to stumble, though both actions, both “stumblings,” come from the same source.  The fount of these “stumblings” is remaining sin in the heart of a believer that is not dealt with fully or properly.  We note two things concerning remaining sin in our text.  First, its presence.  Even in His apostles, those who were closest to Him and had trusted Him and followed Him by faith, chosen by Jesus Christ Himself to be heirs to the work of the kingdom of God, even they had sin that remained in their hearts.  Jesus here speaks about sin in relation to the hand, the foot, and the eye, “If your hand causes you to stumble… If your foot causes you to stumble… If your eye causes you to stumble.”  We notice that Jesus assumes that the believer will stumble, that they will fall into sin.  Edmund Hiebert comments, “The statement is hypothetical but viewed as probable.”
  This is because of the presence of remaining sin, what theologians often refer to as “indwelling sin,” in the believer.  When one comes to faith in Christ, the sin nature is not eradicated.  The effects of sin remain.  Sin is real and is to be taken seriously.


Continuing with the metaphors of hand, foot, and eye for remaining sin, we also note the power of remaining sin.  “If your hand causes you to stumble… If your foot causes you to stumble… If your eye causes you to stumble.”  Some suggest that each part of the body mentioned refers to the outworking of sexual sin or immorality.  But this is to make Jesus’ teaching too narrow.  Jesus uses these body parts as symbols to remind the disciples that it is through them that sin of all types, be it sexual or otherwise, is often expressed or carried out.  The “hand” represents the sinful deeds of the flesh, what we do; the “foot” speaks of the places improper places we go; and the “eye” denotes the inappropriate things that we see.  We often fail to understand just how powerful remaining sin really is in this respect.  We are often numbed by our own sin to the point that we do not even recognize that we are sinning in the things we do, the places we go, or the things we watch or see.  But the ease by which we are seduced by sin should serve to remind us of the power of sin.  Geoff Thomas gives the following graphic description:

Jesus begins with a reference to our hand causing us to sin. He is talking about a hand that slips into the till and takes out money, that forges a signature, that forms a hard fist, that caresses the flesh, that lifts a sledgehammer and nails a hand to a cross, that picks up a stone to stone a woman caught in adultery, a hand that is raised high in voting for the punishment of an innocent man, that dials the number of a married woman, that in a temper slaps a child, that injects a vein, that picks up yet another glass of whiskey and drinks it, that switches on the web and guides the mouse to a porn channel, that raises a finger in contempt at a driver you have dangerously overtaken… Then Jesus speaks of our feet causing us to sin. He is talking about pushing your foot down on the accelerator on a busy road, walking along to the brothel or the drug dealer, kicking a man while he is down, tripping up a boy in school you don’t like, playing footsie under the table with a married woman, treading on someone’s toes, running along with some gossip to a friend’s house, buying an extravagant pair of designer shoes which you can’t afford, putting your feet up in the recliner and letting your wife do all the washing up and tidying… Finally our Lord talks about the eye which causes a person to sin. He is talking about the eye that looks down the front of the blouse, the eye that goes to the top rack of magazines in the bookstore, the eye that seeks to catch the eye of a married man or woman, the eye that lusts and covets and disdains, the eye that looks away when there is cry for help, the eye whose eyelids fall and slumber where there is work to be done, the eye that shows admiration for what is carnal and worldly, the eye that wanders all around the congregation when the preacher is preaching about our need to repent and be saved, the eye that speaks murder, the eye that determines how the next burglary is going to occur, the eye that dodges the duty, the eye that sees the place of prominence, the unforgiving eye. What things do your eyes read? What videos do you rent? What websites do you visit? How many hours of TV did you look at last week? How many chapters of the Word of God did you read?


But perhaps even as graphic description as this to the presence and the power of sin still does not grip you.  Then maybe a Scriptural illustration will.  Paul revealed his understanding of the presence and power of indwelling sin and the resulting struggle it presents in Romans 7.  Some have interpreted Romans 7 to refer to Paul’s life prior to coming to faith in Christ on the road to Damascus, his life as an unbeliever.  However, the context suggests that Paul is in fact a believer and is at war within himself because of the sin that remained after his conversion.  Paul talks of the inner conflict of two natures battling within.  He refers to it as “sin which dwells in me” (v. 17); “I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh (or ‘sinful nature’)” (v. 18); “evil is present in me” (v. 21); “the law of sin which is in my members” (v. 23); “the body of this death” (v. 24); “the law of sin and of death” (8:2).  Paul is clear about the presence of remaining sin, “Sin dwells in me, evil is present in me.”


Notice also that Paul refers to remaining sin as “law.”  “Law” expresses the power, the authority, and the control that sin wields in our lives.  It is an internal power within every Christian.
  It is like the law of gravity to which we must yield.  It is like the laws of hunger, thirst, and sleep that must be satisfied.  Kris Lundgaard, in his excellent book, The Enemy Within, reminds us, “Indwelling sin works like this—enticing, threatening, even bullying.  So Paul calls it a law to get us to see that it is powerful even in the lives of believers and that it constantly works to press us into its evil mold.”
  That is why Paul wrote, “For the good that I want, I do not do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want” (7:19); he was “a prisoner to the law of sin” (7:23) which waged war with the spirit of Christ.  Paul understood that this indwelling sin is a powerful enemy to our souls.


Before we move on, allow me to offer one more reminder concerning the presence and power of remaining sin.  This law of sin never takes it easy.  It never has a Sabbath rest.  It is a permanent guest in our hearts.  If only it would leave us for a while, pull back so that we could refresh ourselves, and call a truce.  But that is not its way.  Sin is always on duty.  It quietly and persistently opposes us.  If we think we should pray, it opposes us.  If we think we ought to go to church, then it opposes us.  If we think we should make a call and encourage a friend, it is at that moment that it stirs itself and opposes us.  We are in a constant struggle against the law of sin and death.  Fred Wolfe’s suggestion that struggling and striving are not part of Christ-likeness would make no sense to Paul who struggled mightily against sin.  When there is a simple duty to do towards God or our neighbor then evil is right there with us.  That’s the reason we feel lazy, or stingy, or insensitive, or critical, or self-justifying— indwelling sin makes us act like that.


So what is the believer to do in this battle?  Let go, let God?  Not according to Jesus!
II.  The duty to resist and repent of remaining sin (9:43-47)


Jesus is clear in what we are to do in this battle with remaining sin.  “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off… If your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off… If your eye causes you to stumble, throw it out.  If we were to take Jesus’ words literally, as some have in the past, I notice that no one present this morning has obeyed Jesus command.  A. J. Gossip, a Scottish preacher, told of a brilliant theology student who one night cut off his hand with a razor.  When Gossip found him, the young man was laughing hysterically, saying, “I did right… I can now look Jesus in the face.”  Origen, the early church father who was known for his literalism, had himself emasculated in an attempt to overcome sexual desires.  Not long afterward, the Council of Nicea condemned this practice.
  We all remember the scenes of a despondent Martin Luther cutting himself and sleeping naked on a cold dungeon floor with no blanket in an attempt to make himself right with God.  


But attempts such as these miss the point of what Jesus teaches here.  His use of language is very graphic to drive home the point that sin in all forms is a serious affront to Him and against Him.  He is not speaking of self-mutilation because that would be both unscriptural and unwise.  Think about it for a moment.  If we were to cut off our right hand our or right foot, the left ones still remain.  How do we know which of our eyes to pluck out when we gaze upon something forbidden?  And if we were to remove these things, the root of the problem still remains in the heart.  Jesus used this graphic language to drive home the truth that the believer is to take whatever steps are necessary to turn from sin.  Ligon Duncan notes, “The Lord Jesus is using this as a figure of speech to remind us that no matter how precious something is, if it is a conduit to sin we must be exceedingly careful with it and even shun it if necessary.”


There are two things we note concerning the believers’ duty in this regard.  First, recognize and resist remaining sin.  We cannot cut it off if we are not cognizant of its presence and power in our life.  Jesus here calls for spiritual mortification, a cutting off and a putting to death the sins and harmful practices of our life.  Mortification suggests a powerful, painful resistance to the deeds of the flesh.  There are two key verses from Paul that explain this duty.  

Romans 8:13 – If you are living according to the flesh, you must die; but if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live f you are living according to the flesh, you must die; but if by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live.

Colossians 3:5 – Therefore consider the members of your earthly body as dead to (Paul then mentions some of those remaining sins that must be cut off) immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed, which amounts to idolatry.

Paul uses the same language that Jesus used in our text.  What are we to do with remaining sin?  Kill them!  Mortify them!  Jesus said that we are to perform spiritual surgery.  Sin can no longer have an effect on us when it is removed and put to death by nailing it to the Cross.  That is what it is to see sin as Christ sees sin and to resist it in the power of the Spirit.  In his famous work on the mortification of sin, John Owen, the great Puritan, described it this way:

When a man is nailed to a cross, he at first struggles, strives, and cries out with great strength and might; but as his blood and spirits waste, his strivings are faint and seldom, his cries low and hoarse, and scarce to be heard. So when a man first determines to conquer a lust or sin, and to deal with it in earnest, it struggles with great violence to break loose; it cries with earnestness and impatience to be satisfied and relieved. By mortification, the blood and spirits of it are let out, it moves seldom and faintly, cries sparingly, and is scarce heard in the heart; it may sometimes have a dying pang that makes an appearance of great vigour and strength, but it is quickly over; especially if it is kept from considerable success. This Paul describes in Romans 6. Sin, he says, is crucified; it is fastened to the cross. To what end? ‘That the body of sin might be brought to nothing.’ The power of sin is weakened and abolished little by little, so that we should ‘no longer be enslaved to sin’; that is, so that sin should not be our master and control us as before. This includes not only our fleshly desires, but those of the mind and the will which are in opposition to God.”


Here Owen describes, through the apostle Paul, the process of mortification.  It comes in recognizing the enemy and resisting sin.  When we do so, sin loses its power and authority over our lives.  We are to attack our lusts and put them to death.  Our flesh is a powerful enemy, but the Spirit of God within is stronger still.  But when we render sin dead, then we must still beware of it raising up its ugly head in one last effort to see us fall.  Remaining sin will not die easily.  Owen further warned, “Even when we think that a lust is dead because it is quiet, we must labour to give it new wounds and fresh blows every day.”  That is what it takes to resist sin.


But what are we to do when sin overcomes us?  Then we have the duty to repent of sin.  That is at the very heart of cutting it off.  It is setting it aside and leaving it.  It is turning from sin and rendering it inoperable in Christ.  Martin Luther in the first of his Ninety-five Theses remarked that the will of Jesus was that the whole life of believers should be repentance.  Repentance is a life-long duty.  


This resistance and repentance of remaining sin is necessary for holiness.  Paul wrote in Romans 12:1, “Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.”  God cannot and will not accept anything less than holiness.  And this comes only when we mortify the deeds of the flesh.

III.  The reward for killing remaining sin (9:48-50)


1.  Escape the flames of hell (v. 48)


In each of the three metaphors of the body, Jesus contrasts the kingdom of God and life with the fires of hell and death.  The purpose in mortifying the deeds of the flesh is so that one might live.  Crippled or maimed is far better than the alternative.  Again we must notice that the action required for one to live is drastic.  It is not a “let go, let God” mentality but one in which the believer is to be actively engaged every single day of his life.  Eternity is at stake.  


A few things to note concerning Jesus’ teaching on hell in this text.  First, it is a real place that awaits those who are not of the kingdom of God.  There are only two kingdoms, the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness.  Hell is the place of punishment, destruction, and banishment for the wicked.  It is a place of suffering the torment of a wrathful God.  Jesus speaks of hell as a real place.


Secondly, hell is an eternal place.  The punishment, destruction, and banishment will never end.  In v. 43 Jesus describes hell as “the unquenchable fire.”  In v. 48 Jesus quotes the last verse of Isaiah’s prophecy to describe hell, “where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.”  The picture here is vivid and describes the eternal nature of hell.  The “worm” and “fire” represent the destructive forces in hell.  There will be the burning torments of the fire and the eating away by the worm, yet that which they are acting upon will never be consumed.  The unbearable torment of the furies of hell will last forever.


Third, hell is a place reserved for the wicked by God.  In v. 47 Jesus said that it was better “to enter the kingdom of God with one eye, than, having two eyes, to be cast into hell.  The sense is one of a forced entry of which God is sovereign.  Hell is God’s place of eternal judgment and condemnation.  All who come to Him He will in no wise cast out of His presence and grace.  All who do not will be cast into the lake of fire, separated from Him and His grace and mercy for all eternity.  


2.  Endure the fire of purification (v. 49)


Jesus gives a second reward for mortifying the deeds of the flesh, “For everyone will be salted with fire.”  Here Jesus speaks of the purifying fire of the trials of this life, the sufferings that in fact are a blessing to the believer and evidence of God’s grace in their life.  Sinclair Ferguson remarks:

In the Old Testament, the sacrifices made in the temple were seasoned with salt (Lev. 2:13). Jesus seems to be saying here that as we offer our lives to Christ, we too will become one of those sacrifices. Bu we will be seasoned by fire, not salt—the trials which come to purge away all the dross of our Christian lives so that only those who have taken Christ’s summons seriously will remain standing… Through it our faith will emerge, tested and purified for Christ’s glory.

1 Peter 1:6-9 – 6 In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by various trials, 7 so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ; 8 and though you have not seen Him, you love Him, and though you do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory, 9 obtaining as the outcome of your faith the salvation of your souls.

1 Peter 4:12-14 – 12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you; 13 but to the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing, so that also at the revelation of His glory you may rejoice with exultation. 14 If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.

3.  Retain the preserving influence of salt (v. 50)


In Bible times, salt was essential to life itself.  It was used as a preservative against corruption on meats and other things in the absence of refrigeration.  Here Jesus reminds His disciples to “be salty.”  The only way to maintain our saltiness, the only way to be that preserving influence against the corruption of Satan and the world, is by maintaining the purity of our own lives in dealing with sin and in going through the flames of testing and remaining faithful to Christ.  It is through striving against sin and suffering through trials that one is made holy.  Then, and only then, will we “be at peace with one another.”  Remember the context of this chapter.  The disciples were arguing about who would was greatest in the kingdom. John had excluded a true follower of Christ because he was not one of the “in crowd.”  This lack of peace was born out of sinful hearts, because of their unsaltiness.  Being at peace with one another is a reflection of the peace that one has with God through repentance and faith.  When one is actively engaged in putting sin to death, then one is blessed with both preservation and peace.


Conclusion


1.  Do you treat sin casually?


2.  Are you suffering for the sake of Christ through fiery trials?


3.  Are you a preserving influence on society?
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