CHALLENGING ASPECTS OF BEING A CHRISTIAN

Sermon for the 19th Sunday after Pentecost, 2010 

Luke 17:1-10


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our Gospel read before, Luke 17:1-10
 Jesus told His disciples, “It is impossible that things that cause people to stumble will not come, but how terrible for the person through whom they do come! 2 It would be better for him if a large millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea than that he should cause one of these little ones to stumble.

3 “Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and, if he repents, forgive him! 4 If he sins against you seven times in a day and comes back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you shall forgive him!”

5 Then the apostles asked the Lord, “Increase our faith!”

6 The Lord said, “If you have faith like a mustard seed, you would tell this mulberry tree, ‘Be pulled up by the roots, and be planted in the sea!’ and it would obey you.

7 “Which of you who has a slave ploughing or looking after sheep will tell him, when he comes in from the field, ‘Come here at once and sit down to eat!’? 8 Rather, will he not tell him, ‘Get dinner ready for me! Tuck your clothes up, and wait on me while I eat and drink! After that you may eat and drink’? 9 He does not thank the slave for doing what he has been ordered to do, does he? 10 So you also, when you have done everything you have been ordered to do, should say, ‘We are worthless slaves. We have only done what our duty was to do.’”


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


We are by nature, sinful and unclean. Like the apostle Paul, we have to admit that the good we want to do, we don’t do, but the evil that we don’t want to do, we do (Rom. 7:19). No matter how hard we try not to, we will keep sinning against God. When we dwell on this fact, it can become rather depressing. So shouldn’t we, knowing that we have been washed and redeemed, and that in Christ we are a new creation, be out there glorifying God?

That is true to an extent, but properly speaking, we know that, by ourselves, we can do nothing that glorifies God. Rather, God glorifies Himself in us. Because by nature we are sinners, there is nothing we can do that is not defiled by sin. In fact, the moment we start to believe we are doing good, then we begin to trust in something we have done rather than what has been done for us through Jesus Christ, our Lord. We will begin to believe that we can stand before God because of our own worthiness. Once we do that, then we don’t need to rely on Christ. We can make it to heaven by myself. 

It is exactly because of this that we always stress our unworthiness. We will approach the Lord with complete humility, bowing our head, beating our breast and saying: “Lord, be merciful to me, a sinner. Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to the cross I cling.” We will despair of what we have done, and rely completely on Him for everything that pertains to life and salvation. This is what it means to have Jesus as our God and Saviour. 

Being a Christian is not simply about being ‘good,’ but it’s first and foremost about believing that God has created you, He has loved you and sent His only Son to die and rise again for you. Our contribution is zero. To be a Christian is to receive – receive what God, through Christ has done for you. And even receiving is a gift. Faith is a gift, and God sends you His Word and Holy Spirit to create and hold your faith in your heart. When the Holy Spirit makes His home in your heart, a new spiritual nature is born inside you that wage a continual war with your old sinful nature. The new nature is God’s work in us, and with it, He can accomplish His work through us, good things that reflect glory to Him, but the point is that it’s always His work that’s good, not ours. That’s why we come to Him empty handed, unworthy, and humble. 

Now, just so that we don’t begin to imagine it any other way, in our text today, Jesus points out two of the more challenging aspects of being a Christian. 

The first challenging aspect is that most of us think of sin as a private thing. It is something between me and God alone. But that’s okay because we sin, we repent, God forgives, and all is forgotten. It is no one else’s business – or so we like to think. But it’s not that simple, says Jesus. And that’s because of the damage your sin may have done to the faith and spiritual well-being of others around you. 
      
It’s what is sometimes called the sin of ‘giving offense;’ that is, doing something that causes someone else to sin. “It is impossible that things that cause people to stumble will not come, but how terrible for the person through whom they do come! 2 It would be better for him if a large millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea than that he should cause one of these little ones to stumble. According to Jesus, it’s bad enough to sin yourself, but it’s far worse to make someone else stumble into sin or unbelief. Now, you may think, “Hold it. Everyone is free to choose what they do or don’t do - I can’t make someone sin.” No, you can’t. But then, neither can Satan - but like him you can do a lot of encouragement, and we often do.

How? Well for example, there are deliberate enticements to sin. This is especially common in younger people. Quite often this will come in the form of a challenge, as in: “C’mon, do it. Are you to chicken?” Other times it’s done by attempting to minimise the guilt or consequences of an evil action, as in, “it’s not that bad,” or “no one will ever find out.” When this happens, we’re playing exactly the same role as the devil, which is why Jesus says that it’s such a serious thing. And although our goal may not be to drag a soul into hell, there’s no denying that it might very well be the result. It very often happens that the reason we tempt others in such ways is to get a willing accomplice for ourselves so that we don’t feel so bad about something we’re doing or that we want to do. We think that if someone else is participating, we can fool ourselves into believing it’s not so wrong. It’s a way to quieten down a guilty conscience. And along the same lines, daring someone to go beyond the limits and do something really wild may be an effort to prove to yourself that ‘at least I’m not as bad as’ whoever it was you challenged. Then temptation is used as a way to prove to yourself that you’re morally superior. However, as we’ve seen, Jesus indicates that it’s the one who tempts who holds the greater guilt.

But those are all very obvious ways your actions may cause others to stumble. A little less obvious, but equally harmful to someone’s faith, is the practice of simply ignoring their sin. You pretend not to notice or to care that someone you know is involved in something that’s wrong. And by saying nothing, you effectively tell them that it’s okay. You sanction their evil or self destructive behaviour by your silence. Christian love demands that you step in and give a brotherly warning. “Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and, if he repents, forgive him! But usually we take the coward’s way out. We don’t say anything to our fellow Christians who are involved in immoral relationships, or who habitually despise the means of grace by avoiding public worship, or who practice any of a number of other sins we’ve determined just aren’t that bad any more. We especially avoid it when it’s a member of our own family who’s doing it. Have you ever noticed how often Christians change their view about a particular sin when they find out that their own son or daughter is involved in it? 

Another way we can lead people into sin is by the example of our own lives. People learn what’s acceptable and what’s not by watching others. And while it’s possible to influence anyone this way, it’s especially a concern for parents, teachers, leaders, and yes, even pastors, in fact, anyone to whom people look up to for one reason or another. With any position of authority, God assigns the responsibility of setting a good and godly example. People imitate what they see and respect. And anytime we fail to set a good example we can be leading others astray. Of course, this is especially an issue for those whose responsibilities include teaching God’s Word. Not only do they have to set an example of behaviour, it falls on them to proclaim God’s message clearly, completely, and without straying from sound doctrine. Whole congregations can, and sometimes are, led away from the true faith by deliberately deceptive pastors – those who are wolves in sheep’s clothing. But they don’t have to be intentionally deceptive to do great damage to the body of Christ. In far more cases it’s done by pastors who are poorly trained or misguided, or by those who are very sincere about what they teach but are very sincerely mistaken. That’s why it’s incumbent upon every Christian to know and study sound doctrine and to hold their shepherds accountable for teaching it. If you know your pastor or teacher is wrong about some point of doctrine, it’s your duty to try to correct him. You owe it to him as a brother in Christ – but you owe it even more to all the other people who may be led astray by his teaching. And if you suspect that something’s wrong but aren’t quite sure, then it’s your duty to find out. Lives may be saved as a result.

So far we have only mentioned a few of the ways we can sin by causing others to stumble or to stray from the faith. And for such sin, Jesus reserves some of his harshest words. It would be better for him if a large millstone were hung around his neck and he were thrown into the sea. Effectively, that’s what we do to others when we influence them to sin. We’re tying them to a burden of sin or deceit and sending them swimming in the sea of God’s judgment. All Jesus is saying is that we should expect for ourselves what we do to others.

That brings us to the next thing Jesus talks about in this passage of Scripture. First He mentioned how your sin affects your brother; now He moves on to how you let your brother’s sin affect you. If it’s a serious thing to cause your brother to sin, then it’s just as serious not to forgive a brother when he sins against you and then repents. Not only are we to avoid giving offense, we’re not to take any. And with that in mind, before we even begin to think about the need to forgive someone who’s done us wrong, we need to ask if there was really a wrong in the first place. The eighth commandment requires us “to explain everything in the kindest possible way.” Too often we want to ‘read between the lines’ or cast dispersions of doubt when it comes to the behaviour or words of others. We do this especially when we’re angry with someone about something. Then with each subsequent exposure to the person, we analyse every word, facial expression, and message of body language and spin it as negatively as possible. And even when we don’t see them, we sit and speculate about what wretched thoughts and schemes they must be plotting. We imagine the worst and take the attitude, “I’m sure he’s sinning against me in some way; I just have to figure out how.” 
But let’s suppose you have been sinned against and the offender comes to set things right. Too often we feel it’s necessary to force our repentant brother to prove how contrite he is. Before we can forgive him, he has to demonstrate better behaviour for a period of probation, and perhaps somehow make up for his offense, maybe even suffer a little – especially if he’s a repeat offender. I think couples especially will understand what I’m talking about here. But it’s funny: God doesn’t ask that of us. If He did, which of us would qualify for His forgiveness? No, we’re not asked to measure sincerity of repentance, or wait until we see signs of improvement before we forgive a person. Neither are we to forecast what someone might do in the future and use that as an excuse to withhold forgiveness. If we did try to guess the future, we’d have to say “He’s still going to be a sinner; he’s probably going to do it again.” But that’s no reason to fail to forgive. The Lord knows exactly what you’re going to do in the future, but still He doesn’t fail to forgive you when you repent. Which is why Jesus says If he sins against you seven times in a day and comes back to you seven times and says, ‘I repent,’ you shall forgive him!”
So, in today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus is telling us that sin is not a private matter. Not only do we have to watch out for ourselves; but we are responsible for all the evil influence we have on others. At the same time, we are to forgive others completely and without question anytime they confess their sin and say they’re sorry. And please understand that these aren’t the lofty heights of discipleship that we’re to be struggling to reach – that we pursue only half-heartedly because we know full well that we’ll never attain them. No, these are the minimum expectations.

And by now you may be thinking, “That’s impossible! Being a follower of Jesus is much harder than I thought. If that’s what’s required, I’m totally unworthy!” That’s right. And that’s what the disciples thought when Jesus told them these things. Their response was, “Increase our faith!” They recognised how far short they fell of the minimum expectations. But here’s what’s remarkable: they also correctly realised that faith would enable them to do what they could not do by their own power – which only proves that they had faith. You can’t come to realisation without it. They also correctly realised that faith was something that could only be given and strengthened by Jesus.

Our Lord responded to their prayer by telling them how powerful faith really is. “If you have faith like a mustard seed, you would tell this mulberry tree, ‘Be pulled up by the roots, and be planted in the sea!’ and it would obey you. Here Jesus is not suggesting that we should use our faith to destroy forests; but He’s telling us that the faith we already have can perform things that are humanly impossible. That’s because God works in us by our faith. Specifically, He works to pull up our deep-rooted problems of sin. He pulls them out and casts them away into the sea of His judgment where they’re drowned. He’s saying that you have that faith and can accomplish that now – the problem is that your expectations for your faith are too low. You don’t realise what you’ve got. Paul told Timothy the same thing in our Second Reading: “I remind you to rekindle the charismatic gift of God that is in you through the laying on of my hands. For God has not given us a timid spirit, but a spirit of power, love, and moderation,” (2 Timothy 1:6-7). He’s saying, “You’ve got it – these things are not beyond your capability. Put your faith to work.”
And by faith you will do amazing things – things you thought were impossible. Things like being conscious of how your life and actions affect others, and doing those things which will influence others for good, and forgiving freely from your heart, those who offend you. You will surprise yourself with what your faith can do – or rather, what God can accomplish in you by faith. Which is why Jesus follows up with a warning about getting carried away with yourself. He compares your faithful service to the work of the slave in the field, who comes home after a hard day’s work, and still has to serve his master supper before he can eat. “Which of you who has a slave ploughing or looking after sheep will tell him, when he comes in from the field, ‘Come here at once and sit down to eat!’? 8 Rather, will he not tell him, ‘Get dinner ready for me! Tuck your clothes up, and wait on me while I eat and drink! After that you may eat and drink’? Likewise, after you’ve been out doing what He’s empowered you to do by faith, don’t expect Him to start treating you like the master. Even if you did everything perfectly, you’d only be meeting minimum expectations.

And yet, the irony is that Jesus is the kind of master who treats His servants in this extraordinary way. He sends us out to work for Him in our daily lives; but when all is said and done, we have to admit that we are unworthy servants, who have failed to even meet the smallest requirements. But when it’s time for rest and refreshment, He calls us here to gather in His church where He serves us. Here He washes our soiled souls, and sets the table for us to feast on the forgiveness He earned for us when He died on the cross. Here He answers the prayer of the disciples to “Increase our faith.” We serve an incredible Master. May we, His unworthy servants, let Him serve us to increase our faith so that through us He can accomplish amazing things. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE NINETEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Lord God, You are eternally faithful and true to Your Word. You have kept every one of Your great and precious promises. Today we again come before Your throne of grace in gratitude for all Your goodness, in particular, for the gift of Jesus Christ Your Son, and for all the rich blessings we have received in Him. We thank You that He has accomplished our rebirth and salvation when it was humanly-speaking impossible. We thank You that in His life and being we see Your glory. We thank You that in the truth, goodness, and love He showed we see Your mercy and love. We thank You that in His obedience even to death on a cross we have forgiveness of sins. We thank You that in His resurrection from the grave we have the assurance of our own resurrection to life everlasting. We thank You that in His ascension to heaven we have in Him One who brings before You all our needs.


Renew us day by day by Your Holy Spirit, that we may firmly believe in Jesus, love and serve Him, and show His saving power to others in all we think, do, or say. Free us from all love of earthly values, and strengthen our hope in Your promises. Make us more trusting in Your mighty power and grace. Deepen our sympathy and love for all people, and remove every trace of selfishness. Keep us firm in Your truth to the end of our days. Enable us all to build one another up in common mind and purpose.


Heavenly Father, guard Your Church from false and disloyal preachers. Keep it obedient and faithful to all the teachings of Your Word. Enable us to acknowledge the work of Your Spirit through the Gospel wherever it is. Refresh us by Your Spirit, that we may remain in living fellowship with Jesus Christ, proclaim Your truth with living power, and minister to the needs of people around us with living compassion.


Give peace and harmony to the nations of the earth. Enable people everywhere to live without fear or want, and free them from all oppression, injustice and cruelty. Influence all in our land to live in uprightness, and overthrow all evil. Correct those who set their minds on earthly pleasure and material prosperity. Lead them to see that there is no lasting value in them. Protect us from spiritual decay, and strengthen those who warn us of moral danger. Save us from every danger within and without, and grant that we may live under Your continued favour and blessing.


Live in our homes, O Lord, and be the head of our families. Prove Yourself a helper in every time of need. Bless the weary, the sick, the troubled, and the sorrowful, that they may look to You as the unfailing source of all healing and hope.


All these things, and whatever else we should ask for, we bring before You in the name of Your only Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.
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