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Pentecost 20C – Luke 17: 5-10 

The gospel reading for today starts in a strange way….. “the apostles said to the Lord, 

‘increase our faith!’”  If it sounds to you that this statement has come in the middle of 

something, then you would be correct…..it does come in the middle of something.  In the 

five verses that come just before our reading Jesus says to the disciples to not make others 

stumble and to be sure to forgive those who wrong them….over and over and over again.  No 

wonder the disciples then have asked Jesus to increase their faith so that they can keep up 

with the heavy demands placed upon them.  They know it will be hard to follow what Jesus 

has just told them to do so they ask for some help.  And wouldn’t we seek help if something 

heavy was asked of us.  Imagine if I approached you one day and asked you to put together a 

Bible study program for all ages that touches on each book in the Bible.  One of the first 

things you would do would be to think about who could help you in this task.  Well, maybe 

the first thing you would do would be to laugh at me, but you get the point!  

 But asking for an increase in faith so that the disciples can accomplish the heavy task of 

discipleship catches Jesus’ attention.  It sounds reasonable to us doesn’t it?  More faith to be 

a better disciple…..it seems to make sense doesn’t it?  Well Jesus doesn’t think so.  Jesus 

uses today’s reading to change the disciples perspective on what faith is all about.  Even for 

us faith can be a tough thing to get a grasp on, so what exactly is it?      

 As Jesus often did he uses an example to help the disciples to understand.  He talks about 

a mustard seed and says that “if we had the 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.”’  Many 

people read this and they believe that faith then must be connected to some kind of 

supernatural power that can somehow be manipulated…..that if we squeeze our eyes shut and 
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somehow activate the faith button inside of us we can move trees, mountains and whatever 

else needs moving.  But this is not what Jesus means.        

     He continues trying to help his disciples out by moving into 

a discussion on slaves.  He reminds the disciples that slaves are not thanked for doing what 

they are supposed to do, so neither should the disciples be thanked for doing what they are 

supposed to do.  The word “slave” can also be translated as “servant” so it may have more 

meaning for us here today to read it this way, “so you also, when you have done all that you 

were ordered to do, say, ‘we are worthless servants; we have done only what we ought to 

have done!”’            

 So, what Jesus is saying here to his disciples, and to us, is that there is power in doing 

ordinary things, such as those that a servant might do.  He is also saying that we shouldn’t do 

these things in order to be thanked, we should just do them because they need to be 

done…..just do whatever is in front of you that needs to be done.  This also means that faith 

is not a heroic act most of the time.  Actually, doing something out of faith is most of the 

time a very ordinary thing.  Faith is like a mustard seed, a small thing that can have powerful 

effects on the world.  Jesus is saying that it doesn’t take much faith to be a good disciple.  It 

doesn’t take much faith to have a big impact on the world in the name of Christ.    

 Most people don’t think that what they do in the world is the act of a disciple…..that the 

ordinary things they do day in and day out are important or that they make a difference in the 

world.  Those that are trying to grow in faith wonder, “how can I be a better disciple of 

Christ?”  Little do they know that they have already been doing it…..little do they know that 

they have already had a large impact on the world.  Just like a mustard seed, ordinary things 

can grow and have an effect on those around you.  It is hard to believe that a tiny seed can be 
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planted in the ground and one day become a mighty tree that shows forth its beauty, that 

provides shade in the heat of the sun, that becomes something that many birds, insects and 

creatures use to sustain life.          

 David Lose, the President of the Lutheran Seminary in Philadelphia says that faith is not 

an idea, it is a muscle.  The more you use it the stronger it gets.  The more you do these 

seemingly ordinary, everyday things, realizing that what you are doing is actually an act of 

faith, the stronger your faith gets.  This happens because to have faith is to have trust.  In 

fact, the Greek word for faith actually carries with it connotations of belief and trust.  In 

doing seemingly ordinary, everyday actions we trust that God will put them to good 

use…..and quite often we won’t even see the result of our action.     

 Imagine, for a moment, if you were to take stock of all the good that we here this 

morning did in the past week in our roles as employers and employees, students, parents, 

citizens, volunteers and more.  If we consider all of these things it would add up very quickly 

into a mountain of good works.  Imagine what the previous week would have been like if all 

those things hadn’t gotten done…..if we subtracted them from the planet over the last week 

the world would be a grimmer place today.  Then imagine what the world would look like 

next week or next month if we felt empowered and commissioned to do even more.  People 

who don’t think what they do matters much to God need to know that sometimes even 

ordinary faith can be pretty extraordinary.       

 Jesus wants us to know that we have all the faith we need…..that we don’t need to ask for 

an increase in faith…..that to be faithful is to recognize the power there is in doing the 

ordinary things…..to trust that God considers these ordinary things opportunities to make the 

world a better place.  Things like:   
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 doing our work and contributing to the common good 

 caring for those in need 

 reaching out to the lonely 

 befriending the friendless 

 keeping the world going 

 standing up against bullying 

 extending hospitality to others 

 loving your pets 

 teaching and nurturing our young ones 

 

To do these things, and more, and to realize that God will take them, bless them and use them 

to have an impact on others is to have faith.  Yes, faith is like a muscle…..the more we use it the 

stronger it gets and the desire to use it also increases.  And so we begin to look for these 

opportunities and all of a sudden have the courage to do things we have always believed we 

couldn’t do.  Yes, faith is like a muscle, but faith is also an adventure…..an adventure where we 

walk into a future that we do not yet see, trusting that God is in the midst of it…..trusting that 

God needs us to be there.           

 And when we have the attitude of humble slaves…..when we do these things not 

expecting to be rewarded, we are better able to let God take our seeds of faith and grow them 

into a mighty tree.  To have faith means having our whole way of looking at life transformed by 

God’s justice, not our own…..by God’s peace, not our own…..by God’s power, not our own.  

Walking humbly with our Lord allows us to always keep in our minds and our hearts the one 

who is in control lest we believe that we are the ones doing amazing things.    

 John Ross worked in the local hockey rink for 23 years.  He cleaned, he mopped, he 

picked up after others, he set up tables and chairs, he fixed various things around the rink, and he 

was always quick with a smile or a joke and he was also a huge hockey fan.  He also had 

available a seemingly endless supply of quarters that we would give to some players after the 
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game.  He gave them to those players who weren’t MVP’s…..he gave them to the players who 

weren’t at the top of the scoring lists…..he gave them to players, both young and old, who 

played hard but also showed good sportsmanship.  To all the hockey players he was known as 

“Johnny quarter.”            

 One day the community was shocked to hear that “Johnny quarter” had suddenly passed 

away.  The man who was such a pleasant presence around the rink for 23 years was suddenly 

gone.  One winter evening John’s relatives were asked to be present at a hockey game.  They 

were asked to go out to center ice at the start of the game for a ceremony.  It was there they 

noticed the initials JR on the front of the players jerseys and when John’s son dropped the puck 

for the ceremonial face off he noticed a quarter frozen into center ice.  To this day that quarter is 

always frozen in center ice in memory of John Ross and the impact that he had on his 

community.             

 Was John Ross a hero?  Some would say yes…..he would say no.  John was always 

humble and his reward came when he saw the smile on the face of the player who received one 

of his quarters.  Imagine if John Ross had never done the things he did.  Imagine all the smiles 

that would never have been smiled if not for his positive presence in the world.  My brothers and 

sisters in Christ, you have all the faith you need to be a disciple.  Keep doing all of the good 

things that you have always done…..those seemingly ordinary, everyday acts, except please see 

them through the eyes of faith…..knowing that they are way more important than you know.  

Keep flexing your muscles of faith and trust that God has given you all you need to take on new 

responsibilities.  For we have a God who takes tiny seeds and grows them into beautiful, mighty 

trees.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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