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Pentecost 19, 2010C
TLH 396 “Oh, For A Faith That Will Not Shrink” (see insert)
*587 “I Know My Faith Is Founded”
857 “Lord, Help Us Walk Your Servant Way”
Comm: 637 “Draw Near and Take the Body of the Lord”

“Increase our Faith, O Lord”

1[Jesus] said to his disciples, “Temptations1 to sin are sure to come, but woe to the one through
whom they come! 2It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he
were cast into the sea than that he should cause one of these little ones to sin. 3Pay attention to
yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him, 4and if he sins
against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ you must
forgive him.”

5The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6And the Lord said,  “If you have2 faith
like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the
sea,’ and it would obey you.

7“Will any one of you who has a servant plowing or keeping sheep say to him when he has
come in from the field, ‘Come at once and recline at table’? 8Will he not rather say to him,
‘Prepare supper for me, and dress properly, and serve me while I eat and drink, and afterward
you will eat and drink’? 9Does he thank the servant because he did what was commanded? 10So
you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy servants;
we have only done what was our duty.’” (Luke 17:1-10)

SOME TEXTS SPEAKING ABOUT FAITH

The writer to the Hebrews writes in the 11th chapter, Faith is the substance of things hoped for,
the evidence of things not seen. For by it the elders obtained a good testimony. By faith we
understand that the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that the things which are
seen were not made of things which are visible.

Just a later, he writes Without faith it is impossible to please Him (that is, God), for he who
comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of those who diligently
seek Him (Hebrews 11:1-2, 6)

St. James writes in his epistle, the first chapter, If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God,
who gives to all liberally and without reproach, and it will be given to him. But let him ask
in faith, with no doubting, for he who doubts is like a wave of the sea driven and tossed by
the wind. For let not that man suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he is a
double-minded man, unstable in all his ways (James 1:5-8).

Not least of all, our Lord Jesus says, Whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die (John
11:26).

1 Ane,ndekto,n evstin tou/ ta. ska,ndala mh. evlqei/n… Literally, “It is impossible that scandal/offenses not come…”
2 Eiv e;cete pi,stin wj̀ ko,kkon sina,pewj.  ESV has had, not have.  The Greek, however, literally reads, “If you have
faith…”
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To a woman who came to Jesus with her sin and sought His mercy, He says, Your faith has
saved you. Go in peace (Luke 7:50).

In today’s text, Jesus says, If you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to
this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.

THE SIGNIFICANCE  OF FAITH

Faith is necessary.  It is necessary because faith is the instrument through which we receive
God’s salvation. Apart from faith, there is no salvation—no forgiveness of sins—no eternal life.
This is not because of faith itself, but because of the object of that faith, which is Christ.

You’ve no doubt heard of ‘blind faith,’ but such faith is not that of the Christian.  The Christian’s
trust and confidence is not what may be, but what is and what will be on account of Christ.

God’s Word does not lie.  All who have their trust in the Lord and His Word, in the incarnate
Word, Jesus Christ, will not be disappointed.

As God is faithful, our word to you, says St. Paul to God’s people in Corinth, our word to you
was not Yes and No. For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was preached among you by us --
by me, Silvanus, and Timothy -- was not Yes and No, but in Him was Yes.  For all the
promises of God in Him are Yes, and in Him Amen, to the glory of God through us (2
Corinthians 1:18-20).

Faith is that which grasps God’s Word and says, “Amen” to what God has spoken, to what God
has declared, to what God has pronounced, and to what God has instituted.

Unbelief is that which despises these things and works against God, despising the things God has
given and how He’s given them.  Unbelief goes by sight and experience.  But the Christian goes
by the Word and by the Promise.

THE IMPORTANCE OF RIGHT TEACHING AND NOT CAUSING OFFENSE

Faith is necessary.  Without it, you can’t be Christian, no matter how much of a Christian you
claim to be.  And by faith, we mean faith in Christ—faith in God’s Word—faith in God’s
promise.  The faith of the Christian cannot be founded on anything else.  If it is, it’s a false faith
and isn’t the gift of God, for Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ
(Romans 10:17).

This is why Jesus makes such a big deal about not causing His little ones to fall into temptation,
literally, to sin—to be offended or scandalized—and this most certainly includes causing His
little ones to fall into temptation and to sin as a result of false teaching, which is false doctrine.  It
also includes causing others to sin because of what we do.
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False teaching, false doctrine, is not of God.  It is of man and the devil.  It doesn’t lead to life.  It
leads to death.  That’s why Jesus says what He says in today’s text, 2It would be better for him
if a millstone were hung around his neck and he were cast into the sea than that he should
cause one of these little ones to sin.

Such a premium does Jesus give to teaching rightly and living uprightly  that He says it would be
better for a teacher who leads another astray in faith or life to drown and to die.

You can see from such words that our Lord here demonstrates such concern for His little ones
that He desires them not to fall.  He desires that they remain in the faith and continually grow in
the faith.

By “little ones,” Jesus means not only little children, but generally, His people, Christians, you.
Such is the Lord’s concern that you not be led astray by false doctrine or the false living of
others, by that which is not of God, and yes, even by that which comes from you, that is, from
your own heart and your own doings.

Such is the Lord’s concern that pastors and teachers not lead others away from faith, away from
Christ, but rather towards Christ and the strengthening of their faith. And such is the Lord’s
concern that you not lead others astray because of your words or because of your actions.

This is a truism that esp. parents forget, but also members of the congregation, Christians in
general.  By our example, we encourage even our children to neglect and despise the Word if we
ourselves are not in it or don’t talk about it at home with our own families, or when we say and
do things which are not Christian.  The same goes for prayer when we don’t pray with one
another, or if we vocalize any doubts about the Lord answering our prayers, though He has
surely promised to do so.

We encourage others to despise the Sacrament of our Lord when we only receive it a couple of
times a year, if even that, or think that we ought not receive it too much, as if forgiveness and
Christ’s body and blood is only needed but every once in awhile. When we don’t take the things
here seriously, why should we be surprised when others do the same?

We encourage others to think less of what God is doing here in this place if we ourselves don’t
pay attention and heed the Word as it is read, spoken, sung, preached, prayed, given, and
received.

The words of our Lord in this text are directed to his disciples.  Therefore, they are also directed
to you.

But who has not—who has not said something or done something that doesn’t offend, that
doesn’t cause another to stumble, that doesn’t move another to question the faith, to doubt, or to
deny the faith, or to believe that the Christian and the Christian faith are really no different than
the nonChristian and unbelief, and don’t really  make a difference?

Who has spoken only what is wholesome and true?
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Who has only done good things, without complaining or grumbling?

Who has been the upright example for all to follow, saying only things that build up and do not
tear down?

Who so speaks and so does that the other is built up in the faith, turns to the Lord, and trusts in
only in the Lord?

The answer, of course, is none of us.  We are an imperfect people.  But there is one who does not
offend.  There is one who does not speak evil of others.  There is one who only speaks the truth,
who builds up, who gives and increases faith.  There is one who only does good things, who
draws people to God, who does what is noble and true for all to see.  That one is Christ Jesus.

If any be offended at His Word or at His cross, it is because they know Him not.  He speaks the
truth, that you turn from your sin and live.  He speaks the truth that you deny yourself and trust
in Him alone for your salvation.   He suffered and died in crucifixion on the cross that your sins
be forgiven you.

It is through what is weak and an offense to the world that Jesus shows His strength and God’s
wisdom, in order to give you eternal life:

The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being
saved it is the power of God. For it is written: "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, And
bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent." Where is the wise? Where is the
scribe? Where is the disputer of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this
world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did not know God, it
pleased God through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. For
Jews request a sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, to the
Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks foolishness, but to those who are called, both
Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. Because the foolishness
of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. For you see your
calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many
noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the
wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are
mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen,
and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should
glory in His presence. But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from
God -- and righteousness and sanctification and redemption -- that, as it is written, "He
who glories, let him glory in the LORD" (1 Corinthians 1:18-31).

Preaching and teaching are serious business, as is the Christian faith and life.  Christian doctrine
is a matter of life and death.  This is why we pray in the 1st Petition of the Lord’s prayer,
Hallowed by Thy Name, which has been given this correct and true explanation:

God's name is kept holy when the Word of God is taught in its truth and purity, and we, as the
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children of God, also lead holy lives according to it. Help us to do this, dear Father in heaven!
But anyone who teaches or lives contrary to God's Word profanes the name of God among us.
Protect us from this, heavenly Father! (1st Petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “How is God’s Name
kept holy?” Luther’s Small Catechism)

FORGIVENESS

As necessary as it is to be faithful and true in our words and in our actions, especially for those
who teach in Christ’s church, as well as for all of God’s people, that they not place a stumbling
block to those inside the church and also outside the church, so is it necessary to be about
demonstrating that love and compassion that God in Christ has shown to us.  Here, we’re talking
about forgiveness.

To the apostles, Jesus said, 3Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him,
and if he repents, forgive him, 4and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns
to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive him.”

Some say that it’s easy to forgive.  Some have said that the hard part is forgetting.  This may be
true.  But forgiveness, true and genuine forgiveness, doesn’t begin with you.  It begins with God,
God’s forgiveness of the sinner—on account of Jesus Christ.

St. John writes, If anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous. And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also
for the whole world (1 John 2:1-2).

St. Paul the apostle says that This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners (1 Timothy 1:15).

So it is!

God did not send His Son into the world in order to condemn the world, but that the world
be saved through Him (John 3:17).

Such salvation of God is free, gift, unconditional, and fully bestowed.  Do you want to be sure of
such forgiveness?  Just look to Christ.  In Him your sins are no more.  Your offenses against
others and your giving offense—no more—in Christ.

You have done nothing for such forgiveness.  Nor do you do anything to keep such forgiveness.
God’s forgiveness is unmerited.  It is of grace, that it not be of works (Romans 11:6).

By grace you are being saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God,
not of works, lest anyone should boast (Ephesians 2:8-9).

Again, St. Paul says, God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us. Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we
shall be saved from wrath through Him. For if when we were enemies we were reconciled
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to God through the death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved
by His life. And not only that, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ,
through whom we have now received the reconciliation (Romans 5:8-11).

As God has forgiven you all of your sins, so also, our Lord says, so also you must do.

If you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses
(Matthew 6:15).

From the heart you are to forgive those who wrong you and who sin against you.3  If you don’t,
then you show that you do not yet know and believe God’s grace and forgiveness in Christ for
you.

And every time a brother or sister in Christ sins against you, each time he or she repents, you are
to forgive.  As God has forgiven you of every sin, en toto, all the sin that you’ve done against
Him, how can you not forgive those who sin so little against you.

Your sin against God is the greater.  The sin of your brother or sister against you is not as your
sin against God.  Therefore, when they ask for forgiveness, forgive them.  Such is the way of the
Christian.  And such is the mercy of God towards you.  As He is merciful to you, so are you to
be merciful to others.

THE PRAYER, “INCREASE OUR FAITH” IS THE PRAYER OF EVERY CHRISTIAN

Looking at today’s text thus far, the two themes of not causing offense and of forgiving are
impossible of ourselves to do.  We fall short on both counts.  We hold grudges.  We don’t
forgive unless the one who has sinned against us changes their ways.  And we ourselves cause
others to stumble by what we say and by what we do.  We are not as God wants us to be.

At this point, two possibilities present themselves: the way of unbelief and the way of faith.

The way of unbelief would be just to give up and say, “Yeah, you’re right Lord.  I don’t do what
I’m supposed to do and I can’t forgive that person who says he’s sorry all the time, but still keeps
doing what he’s doing.  I embolden others to disbelieve, to not take your word seriously, and to

3 “Therefore the kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. And when
he had begun to settle accounts, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents. But as he was not able
to pay, his master commanded that he be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and that payment be
made. The servant therefore fell down before him, saying, 'Master, have patience with me, and I will pay you all.'
Then the master of that servant was moved with compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt. But that
servant went out and found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and he laid hands on him
and took him by the throat, saying, 'Pay me what you owe!' So his fellow servant fell down at his feet and begged
him, saying, 'Have patience with me, and I will pay you all.' And he would not, but went and threw him into prison
till he should pay the debt. So when his fellow servants saw what had been done, they were very grieved, and came
and told their master all that had been done. Then his master, after he had called him, said to him, 'You wicked
servant! I forgave you all that debt because you begged me. Should you not also have had compassion on your
fellow servant, just as I had pity on you?' And his master was angry, and delivered him to the torturers until he
should pay all that was due to him. So My heavenly Father also will do to you if each of you, from his heart, does
not forgive his brother his trespasses” (Matthew 18:23-35).



7

make a mockery of your gifts.  Therefore, I’m going to do my own thing from now on.  I don’t
measure up to Your standards and don’t want to keep trying.  I’ll go my own way, thank you
very much.

The way of faith, on the other hand, the way of the Christian, however, looks at his lot
differently.  Though the Christian sees and knows the same thing, the Christian seeks help from
outside of himself.  The Christian seeks help from God in Christ, is sorry for not being as God
wants him to be, and instead, cries for greater faith.

Such is the cry of the Christian, and only of the Christian, for more faith.  The Christian wants to
grow in and be in the Word.  The Christian wants to be in God’s house.  The Christian wants to
hear God’s Word read and preached.  The Christian wants to receive the Lord’s Supper, Christ’s
very body and blood.  The Christian wants what the Lord wants because the Christian knows and
believes that God only desires what’s best.  And what’s best is what the Lord gives.

The Christian knows that according to God’s Word, to sin against God is idolatry.  The Christian
wants to be rid of his sin and the offenses that he gives and brings about.  The Christian wants to
forgive others and is ready to so, but not in his own power or by his own strength. The Christian
wants to change his sinful ways and to do and to say as God wants him to do and to say.

For this reason, the Christian asks for increase in faith. One who is satisfied with where they are
with reference to the Word does not have true faith, because the Christian recognizes that he
doesn’t know and believe as he ought to know and believe.

Also, one who thinks he knows everything there is to know or doesn’t want to know anymore
demonstrates unbelief, for the Christian knows he doesn’t know as he ought to know.

The Christian wants to continue to grow!  He wants the Word!  He wants Christ!  And because
he or she does, he or she continues to want more of what God so generously gives.  And God, in
His mercy, gives it—His Word, His Sacraments, His forgiveness, His peace, His favor, His
grace, His compassion—the Lord gives all of these to His people, and so much more.

Another word about faith is in order…Notice how our Lord Jesus responds when the apostles
request increased faith.  Jesus doesn’t say, “Then pray more, read the Bible more.”  Jesus doesn’t
say, “Do more.”  Jesus rather says, “If you have faith as a mustard seed.”

In other words, Jesus is saying, “If you have faith, even faith as small as a mustard seed…”

Faith that is small is still faith.  Faith is faith, regardless of its size.  Faith is that which clings to
Christ and has Him as Savior.  It is this kind of faith that saves.  And with this kind of faith,
everything else will follow, though weakly, because of our human flesh. Believing in
Jesus…Believing the Word…Denying ourselves…Taking up our crosses…Following Jesus.

But our boast is in the Lord, not in the enormity of our faith or in our doing. "He who boasts, let
him boast in the LORD." For not he who commends himself is approved, but whom the
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Lord commends (2 Corinthians 10:17-18).  And the Lord commends those who do not
commend themselves, but who look to Him for mercy and help.

UNWORTHY SERVANTS

Boasting in the Lord, acknowledging and confessing that all is from Him, that He gives us faith
and strengthens that faith through the means of His Word and Sacraments, through the means of
Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, we deny any claim to fame, any merit in ourselves, or any
reason in and of ourselves for God to thank us.

God need not thank us for simply doing what He calls us to do.  We are God’s servants.  He is
the creator; we the creation.  He the potter; we the clay (Isaiah 64:8).4

An employer need not thank an employee for “doing his job.”  Doing his job is what is expected.
The same can be said for any vocation, whether it be spouse, parent, pastor, whatever.

All too often, though, thanks is what we seek.  We seek recognition for what we’ve done, even if
what’s been done is only that which we ought to have done.  We seek praise, “a job well done,” a
sticker with “excellent” on it.

The Lord here would remind us that what He commands is what He bids us do.  And doing it, at
least to the best of our ability, is nothing for us to boast about.  Still, here, as always, our boast is
Christ.

Even if we were to do what God commands of us, we still could not do it perfectly, yet
perfection is what He demands.

In trying to keep God’s commandments, we still seek recognition from Him for at least trying,
just like we do with those in our family.  We want to be thanked, appreciated, and recognized for
even the little things that we’ve done.  We might even think that we deserve these things.

But before God, of what do we have to boast?  Our faith?  Our works?  How much we do?  How
much we believe?  None of these is our boast.  Nothing of us are we able to lay before God as
meriting anything but God’s judgment.  You are here at God’s mercy.

Our faith is not enough, for doubts still arise, skepticism raises its ugly head, and uncertainty
makes a home, if even for a short time.

Our works are not enough.  They are tainted with sin.  And the good things that we try to do only
cover the selfishness of our own hearts, for how often are we concerned or troubled because few
people if any notice what we’ve done?  This alone shows us that we are not yet perfected.

4 “But now, O LORD, You are our Father; We are the clay, and You our potter; And all we are the work of Your
hand.”
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And the truth of our own doubts and discontentment with the way things are at home, church,
and the world alone show us that we do not fear, love, and trust in God as we should.

Before God, none can boast, either of his faith or of his works.  One is our boast, both yours and
mine—Christ.

Jesus came down from heaven, not to do His own will, but the will of Him who sent Him.
(John 6:38).

This is just what Jesus did.  He was the Servant of servants, setting His face like flint toward
Jerusalem (Isaiah 50:7; Luke 9:51, 53).  He didn’t turn to the left hand or to the right.  He didn’t
fail to do anything His Father commanded of Him.  He fulfilled all.  He did all.  No thanks did
He receive for it.  No appreciation from the world.  But in Him is your salvation.

You need no thanks from God for trying to do what He says.  You have faith—faith in Christ.
He’s all you need.  Therefore do you simply try to do what God says because God has said it.
You already have peace with God because of Jesus.  You don’t need to worry about having
God’s favor.  In Christ, you already do.

You are unworthy servants.  But you are servants of the most high God, who seek His mercy and
His favor in Jesus.  And there, in Him, you have it.  Amen.


