LUKE 17:1-4
(Reading: Luke 6:27-45; 1 Corinthians 8)

Between A Rock & A Hard Place!


Congregation in our Lord Jesus Christ...

	At our Senior’s fellowship we once did an exercise together.
		It was an exercise to show how a sermon comes to be written.

	Taking the text which was going to be the text for the following Sunday morning’s sermon, we looked at those aspects a minister has to consider when he makes a sermon. 
		We had quite a challenge out of that.
			Before we had realised it we had gone over our time.
				
	After I preached that sermon the following Sunday, one of the seniors approached me.
		She said, “Well I’m glad it turned out the way it did!”
			“I was a bit worried after what we did on Tuesday!”

	The difference was the work that had done on that text after the Tuesday.
		And that makes the difference for this morning’s text.
			Because we’re also going to look at some of thoee things a minister looks at, as we consider these verses.
				But this time it comes after this sermon has been done.

	Now, I asked you to keep your Bibles open.
		If you haven’t got it open, turn to it now.

A Key Phrase
	Looking at those first four verses of Luke chapter 17, see if you can find a key word or phrase here.
		Think about which part here would be the hinge on which the rest of this text swings.
			Where’s the crunch?

	Here’s a clue for you.
		You’ll find it about the middle of the text.

	Have you seen it now?
		There at the end of the first paragraph, although appearing as the first three words of verse 3, is that short, sharp sentence.
			It says, “So watch yourselves.”

	Well, it almost seems tucked away here, doesn’t it?
		The N.I.V. puts in a place where we could almost miss it.
			In the Greek, though, it clearly stands out from the other words around.
	
	You see, in the original language the word “watch” is an imperative.
		That’s a command - do it!
			As the N.A.S.B. puts it, “Be on your guard!”

	So the text itself often has a key word, or phrase, which ties all the rest of it together.
		It may not always be in the same place, but it shows up in a special way the purpose of the text.
			We have to look for it.

The Context
	But what’s around the text also helps us here.
		Do you know what that’s called?
			Which word describes the background to the passage?
		 
	It’s the context.
		As one saying goes, “A text without a context is a pretext!”
			In other words, without putting the text in the bigger picture you not only miss the picture, you paint a different picture altogether!
	
	So, how can we pick out what our text is about from the context?
		What shows us that the command to watch themselves really struck those disciples?

The Immediate Context
	Well, let’s note two parts to this immediate context.
		The first is what comes before the text.
			And what has happened in chapter 16 is a sharp rebuke by Jesus of the religious leaders of that time.
	He highlights the selfishness of the Pharisees, pointing out how they were only interested in what they could get out of things.
		The parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus shows their lack of concern - and the judgment they’ll get because of it.
			The Pharisees had failed the people, even though their responsibility was for the people.

	Then there’s the second part to the immediate context.
		This is what comes straight after the text.
			And verse 5 shows the reaction of the disciples to these words of the Lord.
				What is commanded of them, in the verses 1 till 4, is so much they cry out to Jesus, “Increase our faith!”

	They are struck by the impossibility of what they’re told to do.
		It really was between a rock and a hard place.
			
	You see, what Jesus has just effectively told them is that it’s all up to them!
		They are the hinge on which this text swings.
			
	In fact, the words Jesus uses in that key phrase, “Watch yourselves!” means that they have to be doing this all the time!
		The word for “watch”, or “guard” is a special type of command to them - the command that they have to keep on doing!
			They’re going to be always between a rock and a hard place!

The Wider Context
	Next, we need to widen the context.
		We’ve seen what is immediately around the text.
			That’s given us a clue to what’s going on.

	But there’s a lot bigger picture.
		For instance, which book is this text found in?
			It’s Luke.

	What kind of book is Luke?
		Is it a prophecy?; is it poetry?; is it a letter?; is it a Gospel?
			
	Did you think it was a Gospel?
		That’s true.
			But, actually, it is a letter, too!
				For right at the beginning of Luke you’ll read how he has carefully investigated everything, and that’s what he writes about to a man called Theophilus.

	But it is especially a Gospel because it tells about when Jesus came to earth, what He did on earth, His suffering and dying while on this earth, His rising from death, and His ascension from this earth back to heaven.
		It was because what Jesus did makes all the difference to this earth, that He had disciples whom He specially chose to bring that news through the Church to the whole earth.
			And this text comes at a time just before Jesus is about to go through that last vital part of His life on earth - when He was going to suffer terribly and then die for His people.

	Verse 1 begins, “Jesus said to his disciples.”
		He was speaking to the future leaders of His Church.
			He was preparing them for what was going to happen.
				And He was telling them how it was up to them what was going to happen!

	If you have a Bible with cross-references, you’ll see that Matthew 18 comes up often in connection with our text.
		Matthew 18 is the great chapter about how those in the church are to treat each other.
			And, in particular, that chapter points to how those who are more mature or stronger in the church have to care for those who are immature or weaker.

	Congregation, that is what makes the Church so different in this world!
		That is what most clearly still shows Christ in this world!
			
	Luke 17 points to the same.
		But Luke 17 is different because while Matthew is especially writing for a Jewish readership proving that Jesus is the promised Messiah, Luke writes as an historian proving to the early church why the gospel has to be preached. 
			And this gospel has to be preached, says Luke, so that people will be saved.
				That’s why he proves that Jesus was fulfilling so much of the Old Testament prophecy.

	Without Jesus people are lost.
		But when they are found in Him there is joy in heaven itself!
			The parables in Luke 15 are so clear on this.

	So it’s vitally important that those people have to be drawn and kept in Christ.
		And that’s where we come to our text itself.

What The Text Itself Means
	As our Lord looks toward Calvary, He also looks beyond that cursed tree.
		He looks to the time He won’t be here.
			And He knows what His people will need then.

	That’s where the disciples come in.
		They have to watch out.
			And they have to watch out because there are two aspects they have to see and do.
				Two things that are still true for us today.

The First Aspect
	The first thing is... YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO OTHERS!
		This is what the verses 1 and 2 are about.
			Because “things that cause people to sin” are what we can place in the way of others.
				In other translations they’re called “stumbling blocks”, or “offences”.

	Jesus said that we live in a world where there is always sin.
		You can’t get away from that.
			But woe to whoever causes another to sin!
				
	This is something those in leadership have to especially watch out for.
		But it applies to us all.
			The slightest word or action could send people the wrong way.

	There is a story about an old man dying.
		Something was obviously worrying him.
			At last he told them what it was.
	“When I was a lad,” he said, “I often played on a wide open field.
		“Through that field two roads met and crossed. 
			“And, standing at the cross-roads, was an old rickety sign-post.
	“I remember one day twisting it in its socket, and making those arms point the wrong way.
		“I’ve been wondering ever since how many travellers were sent on the wrong way because of me.”

	Have you ever wondered like that?
		Do you remember things you’ve done that could have affected others?
			
	What that man did as a boy only affected people physically.
		They might have got lost for a little while.
			But they would have found out they were going the wrong way.

	Spiritually, however, the damage is a lot worse.
		And in particular because it is done to those who can least look after themselves spiritually.
			The babes in the faith.
				Or, as Jesus says here, “one of these little ones.”
		
	The disciples knew what Jesus was talking about.
		After all, their Master had just taken the Pharisees to task for not being concerned for the small people.
			And then the parable about the Rich Man and Lazarus had brought home what would happen to those who ignored the needs of the poor.

	The disciples could end up doing the same to those tax-collectors, and ex-prostitutes, and other ‘sinner’s’ in the church.
		We can think we’re quite loving.
			And we’ll admit we’re not perfectly loving, but nothing like those Pharisees!

	The point is, though, we could easily become like the Pharisees.
		It’s the very nature of sin to spread.
			And it’s going to keep on happening!

	The temptation will come for us, too.
		Christians can start to abuse their positions of trust.
			We easily look down upon others.
				And it’s such a terrible danger the Lord pictures this as worse than the most terrible way of dying.

An Example In The Text
	That’s what verse 2 describes - a brutal death!
		The Lord uses a very clear example in the text.

	You see, a millstone is no small object.
		This was one of the stones used to crush the grain.
			And this particular stone was so heavy it had to be pulled around by a donkey.
	It was a stone that had a hole in its middle where the grain was put in so it could be crushed.
		Because of that hole it could be put around someone’s neck.
			And if they ended up with that tied around their neck, and thrown into the sea, it was as deadly as any concrete gumboots the Mafia have ever used!

	Jesus says that’s nothing compared with the punishment you’ll get from the Lord.
		And He says it, because... YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO OTHERS!
			We might not think so; it might often not even seem so; but it is so!

	We have to care for those who need to know better.
		And if we in any way lead them astray, boy, we’re going to pay!

	This warning is nothing new in the Bible.
		Ezekiel the prophet warned in a similar way in the Old Testament.
			In describing the role of a prophet from the Lord, he compared him with a watchman.
				It’s the same image here in verse 3 - isn’t it?

	Ezekiel says in chapter 33, verse 6, of his prophecy, “But if the watchman sees the sword coming and doesn’t blow the trumpet to warn the people and the sword comes and takes the life of one of them, that man will be taken away because of his sin, but I will hold the watchman accountable for his blood.”
		The one who should have warned him will be punished.

	The apostle Paul, in 1st Corinthians 8, describes another situation where those more mature in the faith had to be careful of the influence they had on the less mature.
		In verse 12 Paul says about those who didn’t think about their weaker brethren when they ate particular foods, “When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ.”

	You might think something isn’t big deal.
		You could even be convinced from the Bible that you can do it!
			But should you do it?

	Jesus is speaking about a situation where often we probably won’t think that it’s about those who are weaker.
		That’s why we have to watch out.
			They belong to the Lord!

	In fact, it could be a time when you’re dealing with those who even say they are stronger in the faith than you!
		To use 1st Corinthians 8, they’re the ones telling you that you can’t eat certain foods, or do certain other things.
			And you could hoe right into them - shooting down all their silly little rules!

	Friend - what’s it worth?
		According to Jesus, it might make one of his little ones sin.

	Our Lord doesn’t mention which sin because it could be any sin.
		But the fact is that it would be sin.
			And sin is what keeps man apart from God!

	Dear believer... YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO OTHERS!
		And, in the second aspect here... OTHERS CAN SHOW A DIFFERENCE TO YOU!

The Second Aspect
	The verses 3 and 4 virtually jump to a completely different subject altogether!
		Except, these verses still concern the same people - those disciples, and us today.

	While with the first aspect we have to look out how we treat others, here we have to be careful how to respond to them.
		Because now they’re coming to us.
			And they’re saying something to us which makes us feel more than a little uncomfortable.
	
	You see, we have to stand against evil.
		When a brother or sister sins, we have to lovingly confront them.
			We know that, and we show that, hard as though it might be.

	But when a fellow believer comes to say sorry it can even be harder for us.
		His backsliding may have been severe, and for a long time.
			You don’t know if you can forgive.

	Still, he’s honestly sorry.
		He’s showing he’s sorry by a changed lifestyle.
			He’s fighting that sin - and you can see it.
				He seeks your forgiveness.
					You forgive him.

	Then he does it again!
		And again, and again!

	Each time he says he’s sorry, and he tries to live the Lord’s way again.
		How many times can you keep on doing that?
			What about three strikes and out?

	Well, three strikes was the standard of the Rabbis.
		They had a saying that if any man forgave another three times, he was a perfect man.

	But Christ takes the standard they knew at that time and doubles it - and He adds one!
		And then He says that’s all in one day!
			He makes it something more than what you add up, because it has to be better than the best this world can do.

	You see, from the world’s point of view, for someone to do a wrong thing seven times over must mean that he’s not really sorry.
		They would say he’s not really trying in-between the times he sins.
			They would say it’s definitely something beyond redemption.

How This Points To Christ
	Congregation, we’re not concerned about that.
		We have to forgive.
			We have to show that... OTHERS CAN SHOW A DIFFERENCE TO YOU!
				Because then those others bring out Christ in You!

	When we come down to it, congregation, who was the one person most between a rock and a hard place?
		Which man went out of His way to make the ultimate difference to others, while showing the most perfect love when others came to Him?
			He can be no other than God’s own Son!

	Now we come to see how this text points to Christ.
		Seeing how a text points to Christ is another vital part to being able to preach it.
			In this connection John Dickson says, “God has a passion for searching out those who are distant from Him; for befriending those who are cold toward Him; for rescuing those who deserve His judgment.
				“As God’s rescuer, Jesus embodies this passion, through His teaching as well as His social life.”

	It is this God-man, congregation, who now stirs in us this same love for the lost.
		Luke not only presented Jesus as the Saviour but he showed how the Spirit of God makes the Church the witness to Jesus.
			That’s why... YOU MAKE A DIFFERENCE TO OTHERS... and... OTHERS SHOW A DIFFERENCE TO YOU!

	You see, you can’t help it - because He helps you!
		And with His Spirit in our spirits, we can make living between a rock and a hard place the most blessed place.

	While we’re on this earth we’ll experience the same as the Lord.
		And the more we grow like Him the harder it will be!
			It’s a war out there - but His peace will be in here!

	I mean, haven’t you wondered about what we read earlier in Luke 6?
		Fancy that - blessing those who curse you, praying for those who mistreat you, turning your other cheek to have that hit too, and letting go of your tunic as well as your coat!
			What’s it all about?
	Because it’s not for our benefit is it?
		Exactly!
			All this is to show Jesus Christ and Him crucified.
				In the words of 1st Corinthians 8:3, “But the man who loves God is known by God.”

	Congregation, the true believer will have a hard time on this earth.
		He’s always on the look out.
			He can’t take a break for a moment.

	And you’ll experience those temptations.
		You’ll be tempted to despise the weak and ignore the repentant.
			You’ll be tempted to think they should look after themselves and they don’t really mean it.

	And especially if you’re in a place of leadership in the church.
		Because then you know what people are really like a lot more!
			You can see they can’t really change.

	Ough-al - what’s happened?
		Ah, the old devil knows you well enough.
			He’ll aim at where he can put a stumbling block in your way.

	But don’t let him use you to do that to another.
		And don’t let him keep the Lord’s forgiving grace coming to a brother.
			For you are Christ to him - or her!

	Don’t accept any compromise.
		This is the battle to the end.
			And if everything seems to be going your way it’s probably because you’re going the wrong way!
				Amen.


PRAYER:
	Let’s pray...
		O Heavenly Father,
			How much don’t we need Your guidance and strength!
				On our own we wouldn’t survive for a minute, but with Your Spirit You will bring us through.
	Oh Lord, do refresh us in this gospel message.
		May the good news of Christ’s doing and dying make all the difference to how we treat our fellow brothers and sisters.
			Then this world will have to say, “You can tell they’re Christian by their love!”
				In the Name of the One who showed us Your love, Your only Son and our Lord, Jesus Christ, Amen.


HYMN (RESPONSE TO WORD):
	Let’s also respond to God’s Word as we stand and sing 574.
		Please note that we sing this to the tume of “Now Thank We All Our God...”


OFFERING:
	In 1st Corinthians 8, Paul says...
		[vv13-15]

	What a thought!
		Our giving goes to bring all believers up to an equal level.
			Then together we may praise God in the best way!
				Let’s give our tithes and offerings for this purpose now...


OFFERTORY PRAYER:		[ELDER]


HYMN:
	Our concluding hymn is 183, the verse 1, 2 & 3.
		Let’s stand as we sing this, and we stay standing to receive the Lord’s parting blessing and sing the 4th verse afterward...


BENEDICTION:
	Let’s lift up our hearts to the LORD...

	“May the God who gives endurance 
		and encouragement
	 give you a spirit of unity
		among yourselves
			as you follow Christ Jesus,
	 so that with one heart and mouth
		you may glorify the God and Father
			of our Lord Jesus Christ.
				Amen.”


DOXOLOGY:
		[183:4]





