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Luke 17:5-10 and 2 Timothy 1:1-12       20th Sunday after Pentecost (2016) voskuil@second 

 

This is a big Sunday for many reasons-- some would even say, “Huuuge.” 

Today is World Communion Sunday- a day in which millions of other brothers and sisters also celebrate 

our union with Christ and each other. 

That people around God’s vast creation intentionally celebrate this oneness is both amazing and 

encouraging. 

That, despite how often we divide from one another, the Holy Spirit keeps drawing us back together is 

amazing and encouraging.   

In his first letter to the Corinthian Church, Paul puts it this way: For in one Spirit we were all baptized into 

one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free, and we were all given one Spirit to drink. 

Indeed, despite our many efforts to divide, the Holy Spirit keeps pulling us back together.  This is true 

regardless of one’s color of skin, gender, weight, age, ethnic background, language group, and even 

(especially!?) partisan identity. 

Please remember this oneness as we inch closer and closer to November 8. 

We are, very much baptized into one body—given one Spirit to drink—gathered around the one table of 

our Lord. 

Besides celebrating communion, we’ll gather after both services to discern how to move forward with the 

proposed capital campaign.  As I said two weeks ago at the rollout, this campaign is about much more 

than concrete beams and glass windows.  

What we continue to discuss/discern is no less than our future participation in God’s amazing grace—for 

us, here and now—but also for those yet to experience Jesus Christ.   

After the 10 am service, a large number of people will also gather to discuss our eight week journey 

through the New Testament.   

This is very much connected to our commitments of going deeper and wider with our discipleship and 

hospitality.   

I believe over 40 people have already signed up to be part of this journey—which, in itself, will have a 

powerful impact on this congregation.   

To go wider in our welcome and hospitality, we must keep going deeper into the Word: into this very 

story that gives us life and meaning and final purpose.   

Likewise, when we go deeper in our discipleship, the more we’ll want to be part of God’s loving embrace 

of all others in our life—especially those who have been left out, kicked aside, or simply ignored; those 

who are lonely, lost, and longing for love; those who have yet to hear the Good Shepherd’s voice say 

“welcome home.” 

Which is the wider context to our difficult Luke passage. 

For those counting at home, this is the third Sunday in a roll in which Luke’s gospel punches us in the 

gut. 

It isn’t too often that we hear our savior talk about millstones around the neck and our identity as 

worthless slaves. 

Not happy, clappy stuff. 

And yet, I believe what is our savior really trying to say is simple: that we need to forgive each other. 

Sure, Jesus is rather forceful and descriptive, but this passage speaks yet again to the central 

gospel theme of reconciliation. 

Be it with habitual sinners. 

Be it with those we have already unfriended on Facebook because of their politics. 

Be it with those ministers who have said something we find offensive. 
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Be it with a sibling who asked for half of his inheritance before daddy even died. 

Be it with the bully who made your life living hell as a teenager; or that ex-spouse or former friend that 

betrayed your trust and smashed your very heart.  

Be it with that person who goes as far as to sin against you seven different times in one single day. 

“This is Impossible,” those disciples respond. 

We would need a lot more faith to do so.   

We would need a lot more courage and gentleness of heart. 

We would need a lot more strength and compassion so as to forgive those we despise. 

Jesus, yet again, you ask too much of us. 

Biblical Scholar, Fred Craddock, opened my eyes to a different way of translating the next sentence. 

Instead of the typical, condition-contrary-to-fact-construction, like, if you only had such faith, and you 

don’t, Craddock proposes a condition-according-to-fact-construction of the sentence: as in, if the twins 

are cute, and they are; or, if Tom Brady is the greatest quarterback ever, and he is... 

Thus, this totally changes this verse from that of rebuke to that of encouragement. 

Hear the verse through such a translation: if you had the faith of a mustard seed, and you do, mulberry 

trees could be uprooted, mountains moved, and relationships all around you reconciled through the gift 

of faith already given to us.      

This even adjusts that last part of the passage, where, in the context of his earlier call to forgiveness, 

Jesus seems to especially challenge any sense of entitlement we have to God’s generosity and 

graciousness when we, ourselves, refuse to extend and prioritize it for the sake of others. 

It is like acting that we can go deep in our relationship with Christ without going wide in how this faith is 

to impact those around us. 

In this case, we’ve been given the faith necessary to make it happen, Jesus is saying; we have no 

excuse for keeping our candles hidden under the bushels.  This little light of mine, I’m going to let it 

shine.    

If we have the faith of a mustard seed, and we do, we can uproot mulberry trees, confront 

injustices, heal divisions, and engage even the most difficult of challenges for the sake of the 

gospel.  

---- 

The overall feel of our epistle text has this same defiant enthusiasm. 

Verse 7: For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-

discipline. 

Verse 8: Do not be ashamed, but join me in suffering for the gospel 

Verse 10: Christ Jesus has abolished death and brought life through the gospel 

Verse 12: For this reason I suffer as I do, but I am not ashamed, for I know the one in whom I have put 

my trust. 

---- 

The best sermons I’ve delivered aren’t really sermons per say, but rather, half-time speeches to my 7th 

and 8th grade football team. 

During seminary, I coached at what was then, Holland West Middle School and had about 40-50 boys 

on the team. 

We weren’t very big and we weren’t especially fast.   

To be honest, we weren’t very good, either. 

Think of us as the middle school version of the Lions.   

But come half-time, I would forget about our many deficiencies, and instead exhort the team to 

greatness (middle school greatness, mind you). 
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You can do this, I would say, in more colorful ways. 

When you tackle, drive them into the ground.  When you block, knock them onto their backside. The line 

of scrimmage is yours.  Never stop until you hear the whistle.   

You’ve practiced.  You’ve prepared.  You’ve got the gifts needed to dominate (which wasn’t always true). 

But it was their fear and timidity that I needed to somehow change as their coach.   

X’s and O’s don’t matter that much in middle school football. 

What is in your heart; what you are willing to risk; how you attack each play are what really 

matter. 

That is what 2 Timothy is saying. 

We can do this. 

Even mustard seed-sized faith is more than enough to attack each new challenge we face. 

As such, we know that in Christ there is no sin that is unforgivable; 

--No brokenness in our life that is unredeemable; 

--No lost sheep that can’t be welcomed home; 

--No hard issue or tough conversation that can’t be resolved; 

--No relationship that cannot be reconciled;  

--No struggle that cannot be engaged; 

--No fear that cannot be overcome; 

--No chains of guilt or shame that cannot be smashed to smithereens.   

But coach, they’re too big. 

But Jesus, we simply cannot do it.  

It’s too difficult. 

It’s too messy. 

Our faith isn’t strong enough. 

Which is true, if faith was something we create on our own. 

And yet, it isn’t. 

Our faith is a gift from God (Ephesians 2). 

It’s a gift from God from with the power to uproot mulberry trees and move mountains. 

It’s a gift with the capacity to radically change our vision for righteousness and societal health. 

It’s a gift that grows us in the very truth of the resurrection and the very joy of life-everlasting. 

It’s a gift from God meant to not only transform our lives but the entire cosmos with the gospel-shaping 

beauty of Jesus Christ. 

It is a gift that converts us to be different for the sake of the gospel: 

Self-sacrifice instead of self-indulgence. 

Humility instead of pride. 

Generosity instead of greed. 

Inspiration instead of accusation.  

Oneness instead of separation. 

Forgiveness instead of resentment.  

If we have the faith of a mustard seed, and we do, then what can we fear; what holds us back; why so-

often the spirit of cowardice instead of the spirit of power and love and self-control? 

Perhaps verse 6 says it best, when we’re told to rekindle the gift that God has given us. 

Great verb=rekindle.   

As we go deep and wide. 

As we grow in our unity as one body. 

As we learn how to forgive. 
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As we simply celebrate how truly loved we are by the God who gives us the gifts and passions needed 

to do the work. 

  

Let us pray. 

 

K. Voskuil, 

October 2, 2016 

Second Reformed Church 

 

 

 

 


