“Trust God, Wait Patiently, Serve Faithfully”

Luke 17:1-10

October 7, 2007

Jack Nicholson is one of my favorite actors. Sometimes I hate him, sometimes I feel like he is just like me. I think that’s a mark of a great actor. In a recent movie he played the part of 66 year old Warren Schmidt. Schmidt had retired from his job as an insurance actuary and he was miserable. Not long after he retired his wife died. He was miserable and lost. And now his only daughter is talking about marrying a looser and Schmidt can’t seem to persuade her differently. He feels miserable and lost and feels a failure.

Schmidt, through a sponsorship ministry, has adopted a 6-year-old African boy and writes to him regularly. He uses those letters as a way of contemplating the meaninglessness of his own life. In one letter he writes: “I know we’re all pretty small in the big scheme of things. I suppose the most you can hope for is to make some kind of difference. But what kind of difference have I made? What in the world is better because of me? I’m weak, and I’m a failure. There’s just no getting around it.”

As he goes through his mail he finds an international envelope and opens it. He reads: “Dear Mr. Warren Schmidt. My name is Sister Nadine Go-chee-ay of the Order of the Sisters of the Sacred Heart. I work in a small village near the town of Enbaya in Tanzania. One of the children I care for is little Ndugu Emu, the boy you sponsor. Ndugu is very bright and very loving. He is an orphan. Recently he needed medical attention for an eye infection, but he is better now. He love to eat melon and he loves to paint. Ndugu and I wanted you to know he receives all your letters and he hopes you are happy in your life, and healthy. He thinks of you every day. Ndugu is only six years old and cannot read or write, but he has made for you a painting. He hopes you like this painting. Yours Sincerely, Sister Nadine Go-chee-ay.”

Schmidt unfolds the paper and stares at it. It is a simple drawing of two stick figures, a little boy holding the hand of a man. The craggy face of Warren Schmidt twists into an ironic smile and tears brim over and flow down his cheeks. His life has made a lot of difference, he does matter. “As often as you have done it to the least of these….”

Today we think about what God is doing in our lives, how much difference God is making through us, and how important it is to trust God, wait patiently & serve faithfully.    *Luke 17:1-10

Be sure to notice that Luke tells us right up front that Jesus is talking to His disciples. Jesus is not talking to the Pharisees. Jesus is talking to His friends. Jesus is not talking to casual listeners. Jesus is talking to people who love Him and follow Him. Jesus is talking to people just like us. He is talking to us.
These ten verses can be divided into four related themes. Verses 1-3a are a warning about the consequences of sin. Verses 3b-4 are a challenge about what happens when we are sinned against. Verses 5-6 are verses of hope and possibility. And verses 7-10 are a parable about our Christian lives.

Notice in verse 1 Jesus says “Things that cause people to sin are bound to come”. I love that short phrase because it tells us that Jesus recognizes that we are, at best, weak and susceptible to things that will cause us to sin. We are not perfect like He. We are always on the edge of failing our Lord, and all too often we slip. It is bound to happen, but we are still His disciples, He still loves us.

Sin things are bound to come among us, “but woe to that person through whom they come”. Don’t allow yourself to be the conduit for sin that will corrupt someone else’s life. In verse 2 Jesus uses the phrase “little ones”. Remember He is talking to disciples about discipleship. He may be calling all us by the endearing term “little ones”. He may be saying that in our relationships with each other we must be very careful not to do anything that will encourage another disciple to sin. He may also be warning those of us who are more mature in our faith to be careful that our lives don’t cause new disciples to stumble.

The word in verse 1 that is translated “sin” is the Greek word “skandalon” (which immediately reminds us of our English word “scandal” doesn’t it) and might mean to cause someone to sin to the point it drives them out of the church or even to leave the faith. An extreme example of that sin might be a pastor who lives in such a way that people decide that if the way he lives is being Christian they don’t want to have anything to do with it. But it could also be someone who claims to be Christians but does things in his or her business that are mean and hurtful or dishonest. The warning and the point that Jesus is making is that a disciple of His must be very careful to live in such a way that their lives don’t cause someone else to miss God’s blessings or saving grace. So, the first three verses are a warning about how we as Christians live.
But we are going to sin against each other! I wish that wasn’t true, but it is. Christians (who are just sinners who know they are sinners and are trusting Jesus to forgive and help them) will sin against each other. We may hurt each other’s feelings. We may be callous when we should be compassionate. We may deceive each other or ignore another Christian’s call for understanding or help. We are bound to sin against each other. Jesus knows that.
When one of our Christian friends sin against us Jesus says it is important that we go to that person and try to resolve the problem. Our tendency is to avoid that problem person and complain to someone else about them. But that isn’t the way Jesus says a loving disciple of his will approach a problem situation, we will face it or them head on. “Rebuke him”, Jesus says. He doesn’t mean that we go to them and read them the “riot act”, He means that we go to them in love, because we have been hurt, and try to bring some healing. If they apologize or explain in such a way that we understand how they feel then we forgive and forget. And our forgiveness must have no limit. The fault must not lie with our unwillingness to forgive. Now listen, it is easy to say “I forgive you” but not really forgive, to harbor the pain and anger in our hearts. No matter what you say, God knows your heart. Real forgiveness is easy to see, even for us. It is important to God that you truly forgive and repair the relationship. And to make the challenge even greater Jesus says there should be NO LIMIT to your forgiveness.
That’s a big order! That’s why the apostles said to Jesus “Increase our faith!” “Lord help us! That’s a tall order! We need a lot more faith than we have right now.” It is very hard to forgive someone who repeatedly hurts you or your family. The apostles were saying, “Lord, what you ask is impossible.” Note please, these are the “perfect” twelve, the Apostles chosen by Jesus, the elders and deacons, the mature disciples, the chosen ones. These are not the average disciples, these who are crying “Lord help us have more faith” are the most mature Christians in the crowd. This level of forgiveness is Christ-like! Almost out of reach! Even impossible, absurd! 
But then Jesus says to them, “No, this kind of forgiveness is neither impossible nor absurd”.  In verse 6 Jesus replies to them, “If you have faith”… The “if” Luke uses is the Greek word assumes a positive response. We could read it this way, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, (and you do), then. What Jesus is saying is that it doesn’t take a huge amount of faith to be a forgiving person. You don’t have to be an Apostle to forgive someone who hurts you. You don’t need a miracle from God to be a forgiver. You have it in you to forgive and a disciple of Jesus will always forgive a hurt when the offender apologizes. 
But I think we could safely add an even greater depth to Jesus’ words. I think we could say “If we have faith as small as a mustard seed then the word “impossible” has no place in our vocabulary, and neither does the word “absurd”. God is quite capable of doing the impossible and absurd. God regularly works through a person’s faith to do what seems unlikely, impossible, even absurd.
If God can put on flesh and be born from a virgin’s womb, if God can die on the cross and on the third day rise again, then nothing is impossible or too absurd for Him. And because we are His children, sons and daughters of God, nothing is impossible or absurd for us. Just a little bit of faith will do.
Let me close like Jesus closed, with a reality check. As Christians we do what Christ commands us to do. It’s our job, it’s our life, it’s our duty. We are servants of the Lord. Our faith in Him is a gift from Him. What we accomplish in His name is to His credit. We don’t have a choice nor do we get the credit, (although God does honor our faithful service). It is our job as children of the King. Trust God, wait patiently on Him, and serve Him faithfully. Amen.
