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The 17th Sunday after Pentecost: Holy Trinity Church: October 6, 2019 

Proper 22: Luke 17: 5-10: Faith is not about quantity. Faith is all about quality.  

Preached 

By 

The Rev. John E. Higginbotham+ 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. AMEN. 

In our Gospel reading from Luke today, Jesus’ disciples are feeling 

overwhelmed, so overwhelmed that they made a request of Him. “Increase 

our faith!” they said. I find this request to be very interesting. “Increase our 

faith!” What do you think motivated this request? Did the disciples need 

something to motivate them? What could have caused Jesus’ apostles to make 

this unusual request that Jesus increase their faith? So, let’s look at the 

context here.  If you read the preceding 4 verses from today’s readings, you 

get a clue to what Jesus was asking of his disciples that so overwhelmed them.  

Jesus asked the apostles two things. Also, there are two things that Jesus asks 

of you and me.  The first thing Jesus asked of them was that they not be a 

stumbling block to others. The word for stumbling block in the ancient Greek 

is scandalion, a scandal. In other words, don’t cause other people to sin. That 
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sounds like something easy to do, and yet this was obviously an important 

matter to Jesus. Listen closely to what he says to his disciples: 

“Things that cause people to stumble are bound to come, but woe to anyone 

through whom they come. It would be better for them to be thrown into the sea 

with a millstone tied around their neck than to cause one of these little ones to 

stumble. So watch yourselves.” What a powerful and important teaching: Just 

look at all the names of those priests who have caused people to stumble? How 

many people have been so scandalized that they have left the church? I am 

deeply scandalized. I am deeply saddened and I am frightened when I hear 

about priests who have sexually abused children. I was 8 years old when I 

became an altar boy. When I think about it, a cold shiver comes up my back 

because I could have easily been one of those altar boys who were abused by 

their parish priest. Sadly, as we all know, it has happened, and it somehow 

always makes the headlines and it is always a stain on the priesthood. It’s 

tragic because the vast majority of priests are good and holy people. Could 

any of us cause someone else to stumble? Yes, I’m afraid so. I hope not, but 

it’s possible. Jesus says it is a serious matter if we stumble, but it’s much more 

serious if we cause someone else to stumble. So, as Christ says, we need to 

watch ourselves. We are not only responsible for our own behavior, we are 
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also responsible for the example that we set for others. Do you understand 

how much character and how much humility that requires? 

In Paul’s letter to the Philippians 2:3, he says to the crowd: “Do nothing out of 

selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than 

yourselves.” Paul continues, “One way for me to stay satisfied in Jesus is for 

me to stay humble.” 

My sisters and brothers, humility is getting on our knees and staying in God’s 

will. In other words, want what God wants of you and not what the world 

wants of you. It is so easy to go out and do whatever you want to do, but those 

things only satisfy the moment. But, Jesus satisfies your soul forever. The 

answer is faith in Christ satisfies our souls forever.  Want what God wants of 

you and not what the world wants of you 

Do not be a stumbling block. Does not cause scandal to others, Jesus says to 

his disciples. Then there is a second thing he says to his disciples, “forgive 

those who sin against you.” These words are just as important to Jesus as 

those about not causing someone else to stumble: “If your brother or sister 

sins against you, rebuke them; and if they repent, forgive them. Even if they 

sin against you seven times in a day and seven times come back to you saying 

‘I repent,’ you must forgive them.” 
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Again, we need to see how important forgiveness was to Jesus. Think about it. 

He died so that we could be forgiven. Forgiveness is at the very center of the 

Gospel and yet there are many followers of Christ who seem to be capable of 

nearly every other Christian virtue but being able to forgive people who have 

hurt or offended them. 

Do you remember a popular television program called “Monk?” Anthony 

Shalhoub played the title character of Adrian Monk, a somewhat defective 

detective.  He suffers from Obsessive Compulsive Disorder which is 

responsible for most of the comedy in the series. He has suffered from his 

eccentricities ever since the death of his beloved wife Trudy. In this episode 

Monk travels to New York to search for Trudy’s killer. At the end of the 

episode, he meets the man, who for a couple thousand dollars placed a bomb 

under Trudy’s car. The man is near death, lying in a hospital bed, hooked up 

to a morphine drip. As Detective Monk finishes his questioning, the man asks, 

“Forgive me?” With a solemn expression on his face Monk walks over to the 

morphine drip, turns it off and says, “This is me turning off your morphine,” 

which, of course, would cause unbearable pain for this man, his wife’s 

murderer. Then a few seconds later, he turns back and says, “This is Trudy 

turning it back on,” which is exactly what he does. Detective Monk couldn’t 
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forgive this man on his own strength. Only drawing on the memory of 

Trudy’s love could he do the right thing.  

My sisters and brothers, is there  someone in your life that, under your own 

power, you could never forgive. Could you draw on Jesus’ strength and more 

importantly on Jesus’ love and let Jesus forgive that person through you? 

Think about it! 

Jesus told his disciples not to cause another person to sin. Then he taught 

them about forgiving others, no matter how many times others sinned against 

them. And it was in response to these two simple teachings that the apostles 

made this earnest plea, “Increase our faith!”  It’s as if the disciples looked at 

each other, shook their heads and said, “It’s not possible, Lord. We don’t have 

it in us to love people like that.” It’s interesting to note that when Jesus sent 

his followers out to preach and teach and do miracles in his name, they went 

out boldly and successfully completed that challenge. It was in the little acts of 

love, such as forgiveness and self-sacrifice that caused them to stumble and 

fall on their faces. The disciples are us. I think the apostles couldn’t stand 

Jesus looking at them at this point. They knew they were going to fail him. 

They knew they couldn’t live the kind of grace-filled life he was prescribing 

under their own power. “You want us to be like you,” they were saying, 
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“forgiving those who sin against us and setting an example of flawless love and 

holiness? We can’t do it, Lord! It’s beyond our power!” And so they asked for 

an extra dose of faith. 

But were they asking for real faith, or were they simply asking for more 

warm-and-fuzzy feelings about being one of his followers? So much ministry, 

so many good works, so many blessings never get done because God’s people 

are waiting for warm and fuzzy feelings around doing ministry.  Jesus was 

teaching them that faith doesn’t wait on your feelings. So you don’t feel like 

being a godly example to others? You don’t feel like forgiving others when 

they do you wrong? Join the crowd. You’re a human being. But your feelings 

aren’t evidence of your faith. Your actions are evidence of your faith. Your 

obedience is evidence of your faith. Faith is obeying God’s calling whether you 

feel like it or not, and doing it through His strength and not your own.  

My sisters and brothers, this is the Gospel challenge for this new week.  We do 

not quantify our faith. When it comes to faith, more is not better. More faith 

was not what the apostles needed. Look at what Jesus says in response to their 

demand for more faith: “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.” Jesus was saying to his disciples that they didn’t need more faith. What 
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they needed was to put the faith they had to work.  The followers of Jesus 

need obedience to Christ’s plan for our lives. When the disciples heard Jesus 

tell them to live exemplary lives, and to forgive those who sinned against them, 

regardless of how often that occurred, the disciples asked for more faith 

because the task was overwhelming. What we learn is that what we need is not 

more faith. What we need is for Christ to live in our hearts. What we need is 

obedience to Christ’s teachings. Then we can move mountains and God would 

be forever glorified. The challenge for us is to open our hearts where faith 

resides the size of a mustard seed and that can accomplish the seemingly 

impossible to the glory of God. AMEN. 

  

 


