What is love?  


As a child in the 90's, 



this question brings up the refrain from Haddaday's hit, 




“What is love, 





baby don't hurt me, 





don't hurt me 






no more.”  




with all of the eurotechnic music happening behind it. 

But it is a question our society ponders often.  


Political debates arise from it, 


churches are divided over it, 


our culture is confused over it.  

Jesus is not.  


Jesus is very clear what love looks like, 



and unfortunately 




it is different than what we are hearing in political debates, 




discussing in some churches, 




and what popular culture promotes. 

For the third week in a row, 


Jesus describes what love should look like.  

He started with the challenge to Peter about taxes.  


Because of love, 



Peter has the freedom from the father, 



but shows restraint in using that freedom, 




so that others might know the Father's love.  

Last week, 


when Jesus was asked who is the greatest, 



he called for a little child to come to him 



and said that whoever is humble like a little child is the greatest.  


This humbleness fosters the love that is present in the Kingdom of Heaven.  

This week, 


we hear how we are to discipline ourselves out of love 



to ensure the path of the little one is clear.  

This is what love looks like in Jesus' eyes.  


Does it look that way in yours?

Jesus' progression in describing love 


is almost parallel to how many of our discussions progress.  

Unfortunately, 


we have missed Jesus' warnings along the way.  

In America, 


we are free to do many things.  

So we are left to ask, 


“Just because we are allowed to do something, 



should we do something?”  

Our most common rebuttal is, 


“What I do in my own time 



does not hurt anyone else.”  

I don't know how to say this politely, 


but I am trying.  

There is nothing you do in your own time 


that does not impact anyone else.  

To say otherwise is a lie, 


as big of a lie as they come.  

No man is an island 


where his choices do not effect anyone else.  


Even the positive things we do effect someone else.

I could give you the scary examples of drinking and driving, 


gossip,


 or lying, 


or whatever else, 



but I don't want to pick on one ungodly habit 



and let everyone think that they are off the hook 




for all of our other ungodly habits or actions.  

So I will take a God glorifying example and flesh that out.  

I read today's text in the privacy of my own home, 


while my family sleeps.  

I did not get any paper cuts or anything while doing so, 


and I put my Bible back on the shelf.  

What I read was done in private.  


So it does not effect anyone else, 



right?  

But these words are now in my mind 


and they are going to seep out in my daily interactions, 


in my choices, 


in my conversations.  

Someone may be relaying a story about a person in need 


and ask my opinion.  



The thought of letting a little one stumble 




is going to influence my response.  

Eva at some point will be competing for my attention 


while I am trying to do my work, 



this reading is going to influence my response.  

What we do in private, 


influences the rest of our lives in hundreds of ways.  

We can not compartmentalize our lives.  


It all bleeds together.  


Every decision we make has intended 



and unintended ripple effects.  




The choice of t-shirt or hat matters, 




the choice of food matters, 




our actions matter in the big and small picture of things, 




our thoughts matter.  





Saying a simple word 






has changed the courses of conversations the world over.

So acknowledging that all our actions matter, 


our words matter, 


our thoughts matter, 

Jesus reminds us of the level to which they matter.  


They can be the difference between eternal life 


and eternal death for someone else and us.  

If our actions cause someone else to stumble, 


the consequences are harsh.  

He says that it would be better 


better to have a millstone tied around our neck, 


taken out to the middle of the sea, 



and be left to drown.  

It is worth noting 


that it is not the household millstone, 


but the industrial millstone, 



the one that only worked when a donkey was tied to it 



and walked around in a circle.  

Having a stone that large 


would plummet the 143 feet to the bottom of the Sea of Galilee 


where the effects of pressure would cause immense pain 



before the agony of drowning has a chance to set in.  

This, plus the cultural fear of the water 


and the reality that you were being dropped into the middle, 


the deepest point, 


the open sea 



put the fear of God into the original hearer of Jesus' words, 



and it should do the same for us too.  

Remember, 


it is better to have this happen to you, 



than to cause one of the little ones to stumble, 



to be the skandalon on which they choose not to be eligible 




for the Kingdom of Heaven.

What does this mean?  

How do I avoid being this person who causes this?  

How do we cause a little one who trusts in Jesus 


to fall away from Jesus?  

Jesus acknowledges in verse 7 that things will happen 


that will cause people to fall away from trusting in Jesus.  

But he gives a woe,  


a state of intense hardship or distress—



to the one through whom they come.  

You don't want to be that person.  

You don't want to be the one through whom children are taught to not trust God.

I wish I could give you a checklist of things not to do.  


But we are very creative people 



who are very resourceful in finding new ways to do things.  

At some point, 


I am aware that there is a chance that even one of my sermons 


or our time of worship 



might have led a person astray.  




They came looking for answers 




and what they heard did not meet what they were looking for.  

But before we throw in the towel and give up, 


it is worth some time looking at our lives 


and seeing if there are one or two things that could change, 



to prevent even one child from fading away.

Notice that Jesus is talking about the individual child.  


It is offend 


or cause to loose faith 



of one small one.  

Not all children, 


but even one 


and it would be better to put a millstone on, 



paddle out to the middle of the canal, 



and jump in.  

Jesus is trying to make clear that children matter, 


the little people of the world matter, 


you and I matter, 


the person who is never going to run for city council 



or offer you a job matters.  


The one cleaning your dishes at the restaurant matters.  



Each person matters to Jesus.

So if you are going to ignore them, 

disparage them, 

not share the truth with them, 

look down on them, 


you have a harsh reality ahead for you eternally.  

But Jesus does not leave us without a solution, 


an exagerrated solution, 



but it helps us to hear what he means.  

Jesus says to stop doing what is causing them to stumble.  


Cut off your hand, foot, 


or pull out your eye.  



Remove that thing from your life.  

Paul says in 1 Corinthians 


as he discusses meat sacrificed to idols, 



“Therefore, 




if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, 





I will never eat meat again, 




so that I will not cause him to fall.” 

Studies have shown that we cause our loved ones to stumble all of the time.  


Many people who have tried diets 



have a higher success rate when the whole family follows the same diet.  



When only one person is on the diet 




and the rest eat normally, 





the diet is discarded quickly.  


We are one body and our choices influence those around us.

Now I know that some of us can abstain cold turkey from whatever 


whenever you want.  

Lisa can go for months without sweets or dessert.  


I am not blessed that way.  

But when we see know that someone is struggling with something, 


even though we have that freedom to enjoy it, 


we are loving them by not partaking in it.  

It means a loss of our freedom to do so, 


but that is partly how love works.  

That is how your marriage works hopefully.  


When you made your vows to your spouse, 



many of the freedoms you once had, 




you no longer exercised because you loved your spouse.  





Flirting with people, 





going out at all hours of the day and night, 





disappearing on a trip without telling anyone your whereabouts 






are hopefully a thing of the past.  



You don't have to stop doing these things, 




but out of love you do.  



You curtail your freedom.

Our culture proclaims the opposite.  


It says that if we truly love someone, 



we give them more freedom.  

This is not the sacrificial love of God.  

This is a humanistic self serving love.  


One that allows me to do whatever I want 



while pretending that my actions do not affect anyone.  


A love that leaves parents at home crying for their children, 


spouses fretting about their future, 


friends mourning the loss of their close friend.  

This is not the type of kingdom Jesus came to establish.  

He came to establish one where people would change 


so that parents would not be left crying, 


spouses fretting, 


or friends mourning.  
Instead, they would be rejoicing 


as we choose to make changes to our life for the better.  


Make choices to increase the quality of life now 



so that no one around us is left to question God's goodness.  

Lives that look at that life long struggle 


and come before the father and say, 



operate on me God, 




remove this piece from my life, 




even if it means only having one hand or eye, or foot.

Many of us have been willing to undergo extensive surgery, 


radiation, 


and chemo in order to remove parts of our life that cause death.  

Why do we refuse to operate on the parts of our life 


that would not only bring us life, 


but life to those around us?  

Why do we let those things not only slowly bring us death, 


but also cause the little ones around us to die?  

Will we let ourselves serve like Christ in love, 

or will we continue to focus on ourselves in selfish love?  
Our choices have eternal consequences.  


Our song we began with was a little off.  

While it would be nice to not have to be hurt in love, 


if we are going to love as we are called to love, 



we can expect some hurt to happen as parts of our life are removed



and the little ones do not stumble because of us anymore. 
