
5 October 2025 Luke 17:5-10 Year C Proper 22 
 
Here’s how today’s reading begins: The apostles said to the Lord, 
‘Increase our faith!’  
But why? Why do the apostles make this request of Jesus? 
What has been going on? 
Well, to find out we need to the beginning of the chapter 
Where we read these words: Jesus said to his disciples, ‘Occasions for 
stumbling are bound to come, but woe to anyone by whom they 
come! It would be better for you if a millstone were hung around your 
neck and you were thrown into the sea than for you to cause one of 
these little ones to stumble. Be on your guard! 
OK, the first thing to note is the audience: 
Jesus is speaking to his disciples, to those he has called to follow him, 
And he’s addressing the reality of sin in the Christian community: 
Not just any sin, but sin that causes little ones to stumble, 
That is, to scandal: to sin done by those in authority 
That causes those in their care to stumble or trip up in the faith. 
 
Let’s suppose that a pastor in the church abuses a child in their care. 
Not only is that a terrible sin, but it can cause the abused child 
To lose their trust in human beings, in the church, 
And in God: it can make them stumble in the faith. 
Jesus gives his disciples a severe warning about causing scandal, 
And he warns his disciples to be on guard. 
 
He then goes on to address two mistakes that can occur 
In response to the reality of sin more generally in the church, 
Especially sin that is done between people of similar standing, 
Between fellow disciples in the church: 
The first mistake is doing nothing is response to sin, 
The second mistake is condemning the erring brother of sister. 
Listen to what Jesus says: If another disciple sins, you must rebuke the 
offender, and if there is repentance, you must forgive. And if the same 



person sins against you seven times a day, and turns back to you 
seven times and says, “I repent”, you must forgive.’ 
The first thing that Jesus says to do is to do something, to rebuke: 
That is, to name the sin, but with a view to reconciliation. 
This is important for us to hear, because if someone sins against us, 
Our natural inclination is to avoid conflict by doing nothing, 
Or to gossip, or to tear strips of the other person, 
Rather than do anything positive to bring about healing. 
When we act according to these natural inclinations, 
The destruction that sin causes in the community goes unaddressed - 
At least unaddressed in a way  
That leads to a restoration of harmony and peace. 
Jesus says we should rebuke with the view to forgiveness – 
To show great patience with those  
Who wish to be reconciled, and to forgive, 
And to keep or forgiving, every day, all day. 
In this way, the destructive power of sin is dealt with in a way 
That restores harmony to the Christian community, 
That brings joy to the angels in heaven, 
And that glorifies God the Father. 
 
But this is not easy to do: it does not come naturally, 
And, in fact, according to human strength, it is impossible. 
And that’s when we pick up the beginning of today’s reading: The 
apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our faith!’ The Lord replied, ‘If you 
had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry 
tree, “Be uprooted and planted in the sea”, and it would obey you. 
 
Note first of all that it’s the apostles who speak up: 
Not just the chosen disciples, but the apostles 
Who have been set aside by Jesus to be sent by him. 
They know their limitations, and they know that faith is needed 
If they are to be faithful to Jesus’ teaching. 
But when they think about the human impossibility 
Of keeping Jesus’ teaching, and the littleness of their own faith, 



They think the solution for their predicament 
Is for Jesus to increase their faith – that if he made their faith bigger, 
Then they could live out his instructions to them. 
 
But from Jesus’ point of view the problem when it comes 
To keeping his commands is not the littleness of one’s faith,  
But the reluctance to exercise the faith one has. 
And that’s why he uses the startling imagery  
Of what the smallest faith can do when it is put to use: 
It can order a tree to be uprooted and planted in the sea: 
It can do the impossible – even free someone  
To rebuke a brother or sister who has sinned, 
And patiently and repeatedly to forgive. 
 
It’s at this point that Jesus goes on invite his disciples 
To see that when they exercise their faith, no matter how little it is, 
They are not doing anything out of the ordinary – 
That although what happens might be miraculous  
From a human point of view, it is business as usual  
In the kingdom of God. This is what he says: ‘Who among you would 
say to your slave who has just come in from ploughing or tending 
sheep in the field, “Come here at once and take your place at the 
table”? Would you not rather say to him, “Prepare supper for me, put 
on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you may eat 
and drink”? Do you thank the slave for doing what was commanded? 
So far, so good: when a slave does his work, 
He doesn’t expect thanks: he’s doing the job he’s meant to do. 
I wonder, by the way, whether Jesus, by using pastoral imagery, 
Is helping his apostles, who will pastor his flock, 
To understand that as apostles they are not given authority 
So that they can scandalise little ones with impunity; 
Rather they are called, as servants of the Lord, 
To live out his commands with a simple obedience. 
 
Well, listen to the way Jesus goes on to say about how the apostles 



Should think about themselves, when, as leaders in the church, 
They exercise their mustard-seed like faith  
In rebuking and forgiving: So you also, when you have done all that 
you were ordered to do, say, “We are worthless slaves; we have done 
only what we ought to have done!”’ 
When the apostles refrain from causing scandal, 
When they rebuke, when they patiently forgive, 
Although it might look extraordinary from a human point of view, 
It is, in the kingdom of God, simply acting according to expectations, 
It is simply doing the task at hand. 
 
This is how it is for all of us in the different callings we have: 
It is how it is for the pastors of the church,  
But also for those on church council, or Bethlehem Kids Grow, 
And for grandparents and parents in Christian families. 
God has given us faith, and we are free to exercise it, 
And so for God to do through us what we could not do 
By our own strength. 
 
But we haven’t yet got to the heart of the Good News 
That is in today’s reading, and it’s this: 
If our Lord expects us to rebuke sin, and patiently forgive, 
If he expects this of us who are people of little faith, 
How much more will he, who has the fullness of faith, 
Not only confront us in our sin through his word, 
But also patiently forgive us, every day, 
Even seven times a day? 
He, who gave his disciples, his apostles, who gave us his teaching, 
Is the One who took the path of the cross for us, 
And who will bring us with him through death  
To the fullness of life with God. 
May God, who has given us the life of faith in Christ, by his Spirit 
Free us to exercise our faith as we rebuke and as we patiently forgive, 
So that we may grow in love, and glorify God. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 


