LUKE 17:5-6
(Readings: Matthew 17:14-23; Luke 17:1-6)

Faith Works!


Dear Friend...

	I know you have been struggling in your Christian life.
		It’s not easy - is it?
			You’d really like that extra bit of zip.

	You have wondered about the great Christians.
		You’ve read about them.
			You’ve met some, too.
	Don’t they seem to have it altogether?
		Such fire for the Lord!
			And what a blessing on what they do!

	If only you could have what they’ve got!
		Because you know - don’t you? - you don’t have a lot.
			And with that bit more you would be able to do so much more.

	You know, I could get you that - straightaway!
		I’ve got this method, and, well - it’s really blown me away!
			Because, you see, I’ve had a look at the lives of those great saints.
				And there’s something which they all have in common.

	It’s something I want to share with you today.
		I know how you can get part of what they’ve got.
			And when you give that special donation to the church, you’ll feel the same as they do!

	I can see some of you are wondering about what I am saying.
		You are not finding this kind of opening to a sermon quite kosher at all!
			In fact, you’re wondering if I’m in the right church at all!

	Well, let me defend myself historically and biblically.
		I could quote a certain Tetzel, a contemporary of Martin Luther. 
			He’s the spiritual ancestor to many pastors in our day.
			
	And I could point you to verse 5 in our text.
		There the apostles want exactly the self-same thing.
			For don’t they cry out there, “Increase our faith!”

	They have just realised how much they don’t have.
		With the warning of the Lord against misleading the weaker believers, and against not forgiving their fellow believers, they know they just cannot do it!
			A quick look at their own hearts and lives, and there’s lots of alarm bells!
				They haven’t got what it takes!

	That’s why they ask for more.
		Like Oliver Twist in that orphanage, hunger gnawing away in his tummy, their circumstances make them ask the same, “Please sir, can I have some more?”
			And tell me - don’t you feel the same?

	I hope you’ve still got those alarm bells ringing in your head!
		This shouldn’t ring true at all!
			In the words of a first aspect to this text... IT’S NOT A MATTER OF HOW MUCH FAITH.

	You see, while it is true the apostles spoke these words, we need to remember when they spoke these words.
		This is during the time of our Lord’s ministry among them.
			While He has warned them about His coming suffering and death, they are a long way off understanding what all that means.
				In fact, their eyes won’t really see until God Himself opens them with his Spirit at Pentecost.

	Until then, they were men of little faith.
		Remember, Matthew 17 told of how they couldn’t drive that demon out.
			And earlier in Matthew 14 there’s the vivid scene of Peter sinking beneath the waves because he took his eyes off Jesus.
				There he’s called one of little faith.
 
	But once Jesus had paid the price for sin, and rose in victory over death, and ascended to the right hand of the Father, He could pour out His Spirit on to His people.
		Before His death, as we read, the apostles could only grieve at the thought of that terrible loss. 
			After He perfectly fulfilled His Father’s Will, however, and His Spirit came into them, they couldn’t be more thrilled!
				You see, now in Jesus we have the faith!

	This is the new covenant Jeremiah prophecies.
		This is the law in our minds, and written on our hearts.
			As the prophet says further in Jeremiah 31:34: “No longer will a man teach his neighbour, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the LORD.

	Congregation... IT’S NOT A MATTER OF HOW MUCH FAITH.
		This is nothing to do with getting so much of something.
		
	That’s what Tetzel taught, though.
		And he taught it because he was making money from it.
			For this contemporary of Luther’s was actually the one Luther opposed - because he said you had to buy from him that extra faith you needed.

	Tetzel was part of the devil’s deception to keep God’s people away from the vital truth of being saved by Jesus Christ alone.
		And he did it under the banner of the Church!
			Just like Tetzel’s descendants today are those pastors who deceive you into thinking that it’s by receiving a special experience, or blessing, from them, that gives you the peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 

	So, much as though the apostles seem so reasonable in verse 5, they actually show how unreasonable they are!
		Because people who think and speak like this are actually blaming God for our troubles.
			I mean, if you’re short of the faith you need to live that vibrant, dynamic, Christian life, it’s because God hasn’t given you enough faith for it.

	There’s even a recent twist to this thinking. 
		It says that if we’re short of the faith we need to live that most fantastic life it’s because we haven’t twisted God’s arm enough!
			They say that because God needs us to affirm His Father-heart, we can lay down the law to him about what we have to have, to put ourselves beyond His Law!

	Talk about depending on yourself!
		And that’s exactly what it is!
			This believes that it’s up to us to produce the faith we need.
				And if we can’t then we might just run out of faith altogether!

	But faith isn’t like petrol!
		If you run out of petrol, your car stops, and you can’t get any further.
			That’s why when that needle is getting near the empty-mark, you drive to the service station, and you ask the attendant, “Please, fill her up!”
				Without that petrol you’re not going to get to where you want to go.

	The disciples in our text, and many today, have it very wrong!
		They forgot that faith was never theirs to have and to hold.
			It’s not something you can get more of at the spiritual petrol station.

	Congregation, IT’S NOT A MATTER OF HOW MUCH FAITH you’ve got - it’s realising what you’ve always got!
		That’s why, in the second aspect to the text, we note... IT’S WHETHER OR NOT YOU PRACTICE FAITH.

	Listen carefully to how the Lord replies to His disciples.
		Remember, they’re looking for something big.
			They feel the need for a major top-up to be able to handle being the future leaders of the Church.
	And what does Jesus say?
		He answers, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed.”

	What?
		That’s nothing!
			You can hardly see this tiniest of seeds!
				What help can that possible give to those most anxious disciples?

	Actually, it gives them the greatest help of all.
		They are not to depend on their own resources.
			They can’t do it!
				This throws them right back upon the Lord.

	It does this, congregation, because it tells those disciples, and us today, that what matters is that you do believe.
		The thing that’s going to help you to get through and be blessed, whatever difficulties may confront you in life, is not whatever extra you can get to do it but what the Holy Spirit brings out of what’s already in you.

	That’s why the mustard seed is the ideal example.
		Not only is it so small, it also has within it all that’s there to make it into a tree so tall that the birds of the air will come and live in it.

	Of course, the mustard seed is not yet the big tree.
		But with the right environment, and with the right nurturing, it will become that.
			Congregation... IT’S WHETHER OR NOT YOU PRACTICE FAITH!

	Dwight L. Moody said, “I prayed for faith and thought that some day faith would come down and strike me like lightning.
		“But faith didn’t seem to come.
			“One day I read in the tenth chapter of Romans, ‘Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God.’
	“I had up to this time closed my Bible and prayed for faith.
		“I now opened up my Bible and began to study, and faith has been growing ever since.”

	That is the mustard seed in the right environment.
		Then we’re connected to God.
			We’re open to His leading.
				And that’s why we read Jesus saying to His disciples in Matthew 17 verse 20. “Nothing will be impossible for you.”

	People of God - oh that Christians today would be people of this book!
		Oh that they would throw away their superstitious beliefs in man and what he makes, and trust alone in the God-man!

	Because this is why Jesus uses the next vivid word picture in the text.
		For what is a mulberry tree?
			A black mulberry tree, the type of tree described here, is a tree with a most extensive root system.
	And it had to have!
		This tree could live for up to six hundred years!

	It was a tree the disciples knew well.
		A tree that is still there in Palestine.
			We have trees like that here, too.
				And they grow even older and bigger!

	Jesus would have pointed out a nearby mulberry tree.
		Using the contrasting pictures of the tiny mustard seed and the mighty mulberry tree, He told them that if they are fixed on God’s Will they would have the power to do such a thing as order the tree be removed into the sea.

	This brings back another scene.
		The first scene in this world.
			Then God spoke, and the world happened.
				Imagine then what being empowered by that same Word can do for our age today! 		

	That’s what happened in past eras of history.
		Events occurred which still don’t make sense from this world’s understanding, because they don’t understand.
			But they were times of God’s reviving which remind us now who we have to look to all the time.

	Congregation, consider those whom God has used mightily at such times.
		Did they have anything in themselves?
			Wasn’t it actually when any sense of self-credit had been painfully drained out of them that God could and did use them?

	Martin Luther made a pilgrimage to Rome.
		While there he followed the Roman Catholic superstitious belief that a special merit and grace comes upon the devout pilgrim who ascends, on his knees, the stairs of the Scala Santa.
			They are the so-called sacred stairs of the judgment of Pilate.

	It was when he was in this act of devotion that he heard words resounding in his ear.
		The words which became the motto for the Reformation were ringing inside: “The just shall live by faith.”
			Then Luther realised, as those other Reformed came to see also, IT’S NOT A MATTER OF HOW MUCH FAITH... IT’S WHETHER OR NOT YOU PRACTICE FAITH!

	It isn’t likely that you will be moving either mulberry trees or mountains, but if we knew that God wanted these things to happen He would use us to make it happen.
		You only need to see, in this text, what the Lord accomplished through those weak and stuttering men so powerless before Him.

	After Pentecost they would go out into all the world, and the Church is still going out trusting and obeying God.
		Trees have been uprooted and mountains moved!
			As the apostle John wrote, in his first letter chapter 5 the verse 3 till 5, “This is love for God: to obey his commands.
	“And his commands are not burdensome, for everyone born of God has overcome the world.
		“This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.
			“Who is it that overcomes the world?
				“Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.”

	IT’S NOT A MATTER OF HOW MUCH FAITH - IT’S WHETHER OR NOT YOU PRACTICE FAITH!
		When you do that, dear believer, you can say with the apostle Paul, in Philippians 4:13, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”
			And you will!
				Amen.

PRAYER:
	Let’s pray... O LORD, 
		You are our light and salvation near.
			So who can cause us to be frightened
				or fill our hearts with fear?
		While You are our strength, 
			You sustain our lives;
		then by Your Word we’re free from fear.
			For Your Spirit is right here!
		In Jesus’ name, Amen.


