Numbers 11:4–6, 10–16, 24–29

4 Now the rabble that was among them had a strong craving. And the people of Israel also wept again and said, “Oh that we had meat to eat! 5 We remember the fish we ate in Egypt that cost nothing, the cucumbers, the melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic. 6 But now our strength is dried up, and there is nothing at all but this manna to look at.” 

10 Moses heard the people weeping throughout their clans, everyone at the door of his tent. And the anger of the Lord blazed hotly, and Moses was displeased. 11 Moses said to the Lord, “Why have you dealt ill with your servant? And why have I not found favor in your sight, that you lay the burden of all this people on me? 12 Did I conceive all this people? Did I give them birth, that you should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom, as a nurse carries a nursing child,’ to the land that you swore to give their fathers? 13 Where am I to get meat to give to all this people? For they weep before me and say, ‘Give us meat, that we may eat.’ 14 I am not able to carry all this people alone; the burden is too heavy for me. 15 If you will treat me like this, kill me at once, if I find favor in your sight, that I may not see my wretchedness.” 

16 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Gather for me seventy men of the elders of Israel, whom you know to be the elders of the people and officers over them, and bring them to the tent of meeting, and let them take their stand there with you.

24 So Moses went out and told the people the words of the Lord. And he gathered seventy men of the elders of the people and placed them around the tent. 25 Then the Lord came down in the cloud and spoke to him, and took some of the Spirit that was on him and put it on the seventy elders. And as soon as the Spirit rested on them, they prophesied. But they did not continue doing it. 

26 Now two men remained in the camp, one named Eldad, and the other named Medad, and the Spirit rested on them. They were among those registered, but they had not gone out to the tent, and so they prophesied in the camp. 27 And a young man ran and told Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the camp.” 28 And Joshua the son of Nun, the assistant of Moses from his youth, said, “My lord Moses, stop them.” 29 But Moses said to him, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that the Lord would put his Spirit on them!” 

James 5: 13–20 

13 Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise. 14 Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working.﻿ 17 Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit. 

19 My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, 20 let him know that whoever brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins. 

Mark 9:38–50

38 John said to him, “Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name,﻿ and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.” 39 But Jesus said, “Do not stop him, for no one who does a mighty work in my name will be able soon afterward to speak evil of me. 40 For the one who is not against us is for us. 41 For truly, I say to you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you belong to Christ will by no means lose his reward. 

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. 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.’ 49 For everyone will be salted with fire.﻿ 50 Salt is good, but if the salt has lost its saltiness, how will you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with one another.” 

To stop or not to stop, scandalous.

Scandal: the very word pricks our ears and immediately grabs our attention.  When we hear it we shift forward  and lean in.  We want to hear more.  Scandal excites us and entertains us…as long as it’s not our own scandal.  You know when you hear this word that something big and dirty is about to follow, don't you?  You never hear the word "scandal" used in a positive way, likc the LWML's bake sale was a scandalous success!  Honestly: Would you ever entrust your child to a daycare or a youth group that has a reputation of being scandalous?  This word is always associated with something bad.  

Now, why bring all this talk of scandal into the pulpit.  Well…believe it or not, Jesus teaches about scandal in our lesson for today.  You see, one of the words I loved in Greek is scandalēzā like scandalize.  We translate this as "cause to sin."  In fact, a strict translation would read, "whoever scandalizes one of these little ones who believe in me…if your hand scandalizes you…if your foot or your eye scandalizes you…."  So today the fact that scandal and sin are basically synonyms should come as no surprise.  We understand it.  Scandalous thoughts, words, and deeds are also sinful thoughts, words, and deeds. 

However…this presents us with a little problem.  You see, many people hear these words of Jesus in the Gospel and treat it as two separate lessons.  The first four verses deal with not stopping anyone from performing good works and personal ministries in the name of Jesus.  The last nine verses, however, address completely different things … scandalous things like causing little children to sin by preventing them from being brought to Christ or allowing the leaven of sin to work unchecked in the body of the congregation, the nutshell being this: If your foot or your hand or eye—individual members of the body of the church—cause you to sin, it's better to amputate the deadly infection and faithfully enter into eternal heaven minus one appendage than it is to let the infection persist unchecked and spread and kill off the whole body, dragging the whole ship down in sin. 

But these are not two separate lessons.  This is all part of the same conversation.  So if these words of Christ are to be taken together as one lesson and reading, then we're faced with the fact that Jesus seems to contradict Himself.  Listen to what Christ says.  First Jesus teaches to not stop anyone from doing ministerial things in His name, but then immediately launches in to a lesson on stopping people from causing others to sin?  It’s like; don't stop, stop.  What are we to do, Jesus?  Stop or not stop? 

This is where an understanding of the original Greek helps us.  You see, the Greek word that Jesus uses in His lesson to speak of not stopping anyone from faithfully working in His name is the word kōlewō, which means "to prevent or deny, prohibit."  It's important to understand what this word doesn't mean, particularly in our 21st century context.  This word does not mean to arbitrarily put the clamp down and stifle things you simply don't like.  That's how it's often understood though.  No, whenever this word is used in Scripture, it's used in conjunction with faithful Word and Sacrament ministry.  In fact, this word is almost always used in a contrasting way, contrasting the scandalous, selfish desires of man with the good and holy desires of God.  For instance, people were bringing their little children to Jesus that He might bless them, but the disciples were running them off, rebuking them for wasting the Lord's time.  Jesus would have none of this foolishness.  He became indignant.  He rebuked them!  "Let the children come to me.  Do not kōlewō them; do not hinder/prevent/stop them from being brought to Me."  

We hear this same word used with Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch.  The eunuch reads Scripture and asks the old question, "What does this mean?" God opens Philip's mouth to explain and teach the Truth, the whole Word and Sacrament Truth of Christ Jesus (that's key here).  During the course of this time they happen upon a bit of water along the roadside.  The eunuch asks Philip in faith, "What prevents me; what kōlewō's me from being baptized?  What prevents me from being made a child of God and brought into the one holy Christian, apostolic Church?" Nothing!  They stop the chariot and Philip baptizes a Gentile into this one, holy Christian Church.  Notice what didn't happen.  Philip didn't say, "Well…first you have to become a Jew, which by the way, includes circumcision.  The fact that you're already a eunuch obviously prevents you from being one of the few and the proud.  Then we need to talk about tithing and volunteering and sacrificing.  Until you scratch the church's back, our hands are tied."  To say such things would've been wrong...scandalously, sinfully wrong. 

But we understand this, don't we?  But that's precisely why we need to hear this lesson today.  How often we do allow the ways and wants of the world to trespass in and dictate how God's church is to operate.  We do "prevent or deny, prohibit" good and godly things with our ignorance and selfishness.  If you don't think this happens, just ask your friends, neighbors, and relatives about infant baptism, original sin, and Christ's body and blood in, with, and under the bread and wine of Holy Communion.  How often is the kibosh put on Christ every Sunday in these blessed means of grace?  

But even closer to home, we also have a tendency to declare good and godly things as "scandalous;" things like practicing closed communion or not taking part in joint worship with those who don't believe what we believe, no matter how warm and fuzzy the devotional experience might make us feel.  Scandalous!  To preach against living together outside the bonds of marriage; to preach against premarital/extramarital sex is quite scandalous nowadays.  "Everyone is doing it!  Get with the times and worry about more important things!" To speak out against sinful things such as abortion and homosexuality is sometimes declared scandalous even by Christians.  Ah, leave the politics out of the pulpit!" Yeah…politics.  We certainly wouldn't want to call sin "sin," now would we?  It's sad, but some people are less concerned with righteousness than they are with being right.  They care more about being right than they do with being righteous.  That's scandalous. 

Conversely, we often make no effort to prevent or stop or kōlewō the false, harmful things we should be preventing.  We don't want to ruffle anyone's feathers, do we?  The world says nothing is really wrong anymore.  We just have different, but equally valid opinions, doctrines, and practices.  

Scandalous, yes scandalous.  Listen, I'm sure you're all familiar with the words of St. Paul which tell us that the message of the cross is folly to some and a stumbling block to others.  Guess what the Greek word for stumbling block is?  Scandalon!  Think about that!  The Truth of Christ—the FULL Word/Sacrament Truth—is truly scandalous.  Jesus Christ came down to earth and took on our fallen and sinful flesh, bone, and blood, all so that His flesh, bone, and blood could be nailed to a cursed, criminal's cross as complete payment and redemption for the sins of all the world.  Christ became sin for our sakes; for our salvation.  Tell me that's not scandalous!  An innocent man died for you!  Your sins; the sin you were conceived into; the scandalous sins you commit in your daily thoughts, words, and deeds, even the ones you think nobody knows, are so great and deadly and damning that it took the death of God Almighty to make atonement for them.  I don't care who you are!  That's got scandal written all over it!  In terms of making payment for sin, you're utterly bankrupt.  Your sin; your justly deserved death and damnation was charged to Christ's account.  It was paid for with His righteous blood.  That's the only currency God can accept for such a debt.  Christ's perfect righteousness was then credited to you, not because of anything you did to deserve it, but because of His great mercy and love for you.  Scandalous! 

This scandalous full Law/Gospel proclamation is how God works faith and salvation in a person, no matter how old they are; through the hearing and receiving of Jesus Christ's selfless, scandalous sacrifice.  This is the scandal you were baptized into.  It is this scandalous Word, body, and blood that He nourishes you with today.  This is how saving faith is created and sustained and fed and nourished.  Such is the mystery of God's ways.  No works.  No worries.  No sorrows.  No bait-and-switch.  No having to convince ourselves that we've done enough to make God happy.  We are justified by God alone; that is, declared righteous and holy by God, because of Christ alone.  This scandal makes sense to our ears of faith.  It rightly causes us to lean in and want to hear more.  This is the same scandal that is to be witnessed in all that we say, think, and do.  This is the same scandalous Gospel that the Holy Spirit works in, causing others to lean in and want to hear more, scandalously giving birth from above to eternal saving faith through hearing; hearing the scandalous Word and Truth of Christ. 

May this scandal fill your hearts, be on your lips, and be witnessed in all that you do this day and every day into all of eternity.  Amen.

