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Pentecost 20 

 

Luke 17:1-10 

 

LORD, INCREASE OUR FAITH! 

 

Every Christian is haunted at some point by Jesus’ words: 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.  We figure, “No tree has 

ever planted itself in the ocean for me. Therefore I must not have a faith even the size of a mustard seed!  We’re 

inclined to cry out like the disciples, “Lord, increase our faith!” 

 

In this portion of His Word Jesus commands us to do some things that seem as impossible as telling a tree to go 

jump in a lake. But His words also reveal that everything we do according to His will we only do by His power. 

Therefore the prayer, “Lord, increase our faith,” is one that He loves to answer. 

 

We are told, Jesus said to his disciples, “Temptations to sin are sure to come, but woe to the one through whom 

they come! 2It would be better for that person if a millstone would be hung around his neck and he would be 

thrown into the sea than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin. 3Watch yourselves. God loves His 
believers, especially children, with a vengeance.  If you are the cause of one of them falling into sin – then 

sinking to the bottom of New York’s East River with your feet encased in cement like legend says happened 
to Jimmy Hoffa would be preferable compared to what God has in store for you. 

 

But think of the ways we have been guilty of leading our children into sin. Our children are sponges, mini-

digital recorders.  Even if we lived outwardly exemplary lives a person could still poke holes in our parenting: 

“You weren’t loving enough, You were over-protective. You didn’t handle something the right way.” There’s 

always a grain of truth to it. Our kids pick up on our attitudes, our worries, our hang-ups, our weaknesses, our 

obstinacies, our language. God could hold us responsible for leading them into sin in countless ways.  

 

And that’s just regarding our children. We could go on and on exploring ways we’ve affected so many other 

people to their spiritual detriment. The temptation might be, then, to withdraw from people altogether to avoid 

doing further damage, for who wants to have a millstone tied around his neck? But Christ wants us to do just the 

opposite. He has given us responsibilities toward our fellow believers. That requires being involved with them. 

 

Do you want to avoid being responsible for leading someone into sin?  Jesus gives us the solution: “If your 

brother sins, rebuke him. If he repents, forgive him.” In this context, to rebuke does not necessarily mean to 

yell at. It might be a parent holding a child on their lap tenderly correcting them. It might mean taking a 

fellow believer aside and saying, “Brother, I see you struggle as I do.” The beautiful thing is that Christ has 

given us each the authority to forgive people’s sins on His behalf – that when someone regrets their sin, to 

be able to say, “Hey, Jesus died even for that. You’re forgiven!” In this way we restore each other to God. 

 

That would seem simple enough. Maybe even a pleasure! But now Christ makes it far more difficult, far more 

personal. He goes on: 4Even if [your brother] sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times returns to 

you and says, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.”  It’s one thing to forgive someone’s sin in general, “Oh you sinned? Hey, 

you’re forgiven!”  But when it’s something personal, when it’s something they did to me, can I forgive even 

once?  But seven times – in a day?  If they admit to the same thing seven times, how can I believe their 

sincerity?  I mean, really, I’m supposed to keep telling you I forgive you when you keep doing it again and 

again?  How can a person do that? How can a person forgive – especially when in your heart you don’t feel it? 

You just feel resentment and hurt and rage.   

 



Jesus is telling us to do the impossible! And this is when the disciples blurted out, “Increase our faith!” But the 

size of your faith is not the issue here. That’s what Jesus meant by replying, If you have faith the size of a 

mustard seed, you can say to this mulberry tree, “Be uprooted and planted in the sea,” and it will obey you.  

You see, if Jesus had actually commanded you to direct a mulberry tree to transplant itself in the bottom of the 

ocean – which He didn’t – and if Jesus had promised to make that mulberry tree transplant itself – which he 

hasn’t – then it would happen – whether you had a huge, strong faith, or a tiny, weak faith – because it wouldn’t 

depend on your faith. It would depend on Jesus, on His command and promise. In the same way, the size of 

your faith, the nobility of your spirit, the purity of your intent, the serenity of your feelings, the charitableness of 

your heart are not what make forgiveness possible!   

 

Jesus and Jesus alone makes it possible. Jesus alone can do the impossible. How many times has Jesus forgiven 

you for the same sin over and over? 7 times? 700 times? 7000 times? I’ll tell you how many: more times than 

you’re aware of. And how can He do that? Because He spilled His own blood on the cross to atone for your sins 

– a payment that is worth more than 70 billion times 70 billion sins. His grace, His mercy and His forgiveness 

truly are inexhaustible.  Consider, for example, how many times He has freely announced His forgiveness to 

you through the mouth of the pastor, or in the verses of a hymn – I daresay many, many more times than you’ve 

even been capable of paying attention to. Consider how faithfully He keeps coming to you personally to assure 

you of His forgiveness in the Sacrament.   

 

Forgiveness is real because Christ makes it real. Forgiveness is abundant because Christ makes it abundant. 

Forgiveness is powerful because Christ makes it powerful.  Therefore when you are troubled by the question, 

“How can I forgive if I’m not feeling it in my heart?” The answer is that forgiveness is not a feeling. It’s a 

decision. Your feelings may be perfectly understandable. But you decide to forgive someone, in spite of what 

you’re feeling, because you trust Jesus. You believe Him when He says He has forgiven you for far worse 

things. You trust Him then when He tells you not to be frugal with the forgiveness you have received, when He 

tells you to pay it forward. You trust Him when He tells you He is backing you with His power when you 

forgive. You trust Him when He tells you that forgiveness, rather than anger, rather than resentment, is the way 

He changes and sanctifies people and makes them new.  He promises are all true whether you have huge, strong 

faith, or weak, tiny faith. 

 

This is why Jesus concludes this discussion with this parable:  7Which one of you who has a servant plowing or 

taking care of sheep will say to him when he comes in from the field, ‘Come at once and recline at the table’? 
8Won’t the master tell him instead, ‘Prepare my supper, and after you are properly dressed, serve me while I 

eat and drink. After that you may eat and drink’? 9He does not thank the servant because he did what he was 

commanded to do, does he? 10So also you, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are 

unworthy servants. We have only done what we were supposed to do.’”  

 

When the servant does what he’s told to do, he doesn’t pat himself on the back. No one else congratulates him. 

It’s just what’s expected. In the same way, when we forgive those who’ve sinned against us, there is no need to 

award us a ribbon. It is all Christ. Christ for us, Christ in us, Christ behind us, Christ through us.  It’s Christ’s 

meal. We are merely serving it up to others.  But we also have had the joy of partaking in it ourselves. 

 

Yes, Lord, increase our faith!  May we each be blessed with a stronger and stronger faith. The stronger our 

faith, the more clearly we’ll see it has nothing to do with us and everything to do with Christ – whether it’s 

commanding a mulberry tree to plant itself in the ocean or saying the words, “Brother, wife, daughter, co-

worker, for the seventh time today, You’re forgiven!”  


