Luke 17:1-19

A Faith Lift 
Warm-up: Who did you most want to be like when you were younger and why?

Sin, Faith, Duty 

 1Jesus said to his disciples: "Things that cause people to sin are bound to come, but woe to that person through whom they come. 2It would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied around his neck than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin. 3So watch yourselves. 
      "If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him. 4If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, 'I repent,' forgive him."  5The apostles said to the Lord, "Increase our faith!" 6He replied, "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. 7"Suppose one of you had a servant plowing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, 'Come along now and sit down to eat'? 8Would he not rather say, 'Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink'? 9Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do? 10So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, 'We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.' " 

Ten Healed of Leprosy 

 11Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy[met him. They stood at a distance 13and called out in a loud voice, "Jesus, Master, have pity on us!" 14When he saw them, he said, "Go, show yourselves to the priests." And as they went, they were cleansed. 15One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. 16He threw himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan.  17Jesus asked, "Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? 18Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?" 19Then he said to him, "Rise and go; your faith has made you well."

Leadership is an often used word today, but what does it mean? How do we define leadership? When is a person a leader? The obvious answer is that a leader is a person who, through his influence manages to obtain followers. Adolf Hitler was a leader, a very influential leader for evil, leading his people along a destructive path. Winston Churchill was a great leader for the British during the Second World War.  Through his stirring speeches, the British people were inspired to stand strong at their lowest hour before America came into the war. If one works backward from the point of obtaining followers, leadership would be the ability to influence others. When we are dealing with eternity, the ability to influence others, if improperly used, can be damning to a person’s soul.
Who are the influencers in our world today, for good or for bad?
Certainly the newspapers, magazines, television and radio exert a powerful influence in our world today. Politicians, business leaders, pastors, school teachers, movie stars and rock stars are all people who exert an ability to persuade people to follow them or model themselves after them. The greater the influence and trust in the office which the leader has, the greater the accountability before God. With the idea of influence and accountability in mind, let us now explore the passage.
Verses 1-3. Sin and Accountability
The first thing we notice from verse one is that Jesus is talking to His disciples. 
Why would Jesus, at the start of verse 3, be telling His disciples to watch themselves?

The context follows on from Chapter 16 where Jesus was talking about a rich man being in Hell and what he experienced there. Remember that when Luke wrote his Gospel, he didn’t write it with chapter divisions. The chapter divisions were added much later. He lets us know at the beginning of verse 11, that Jesus carried on his way towards Jerusalem after verses 1-10. We can logically conclude that verses 1-10 in Luke 17 carries on from the talk in chapter 16. The rich man had been quite concerned about his five brothers (Luke 16:28) for a very good reason; he had been a bad influence in their lives. He was certainly confident that they were headed for the same eternal destination. It is very possible that the rich man had a great influence in the lives of his brothers and he knew that they looked up to him and emulated his lifestyle. He may have feared that he would be the cause of their eternal damnation by his example. An eternity in hell with his brothers blaming him would be worse than the situation than he was presently experiencing. The more influence a person has, the greater the responsibility and accountability he has. It is a possibility that Jesus was referring to the rich man in the previous chapter when he said “but woe to that person through whom they come.”
We live in a world where temptation to sin bombards us every day. Jesus, in verse 1, told them that “Things that cause people to sin are bound to come; He used the Greek word skandalon to describe temptation. It was used to describe the bait in a trap; we get the word scandal from it. Later on the word came to mean any stumbling block placed in a person’s way to trip him up.
 Jesus warns us to be careful with the influence we exert. We should not put stumbling blocks in the way of others that would cause them to fall from the grace of Christ. 
Can you think of anyone who sought to deter you from the pathway of life, laying a stumbling block in your path? What did they do or say?

Who was an encouragement to keep you on the path in those early days of your walk with Christ?

Jesus tells them it would be better if a millstone were to be tied around their neck and for them to be thrown in the sea, rather than hinder the relationship between a person and God. 
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It seems to me that the Lord would rather have us go home through a premature death than to hinder someone’s walk with God through some action or words that we have done or said. It is similar to what Matthew recalls Him saying in a similar passage where he also talks about a millstone being hung around the neck: “if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into the fire of hell” (Matthew 18:9). Spiritual surgery is needed when it comes to sin. Sin is a cancer to the soul! Let me be taken early to my home in heaven rather than cause one person to wander in a lost state, not finding life because of something that I have done or said. If a believer has hindered the walk of a fellow believer, it is something that may diminish reward, but I don’t believe a person will lose his salvation for it.
Verses 3b-6. Ever Increasing Faith. 
The disciples by this time had been living on top of one another in close community for approximately three years. I am sure that there were some things that happened amongst the disciples that caused them to be in conflict with one another. They must have gotten under each other’s skin occasionally. I think specifically of the time that James and John tried to steal a march on the other disciples by trying to get the chief places to the left and right of Jesus at the Marriage Supper of the Lamb (Matthew 20:20-24). Can you imagine how the other disciples felt about this jockeying for position by the disciples? Jesus was careful that they walked in a spirit of forgiveness for one another. I note that forgiveness is not extended until there is repentance. I have found no place in the whole of the scriptures where God forgives without repentance. Jesus, as he was being crucified, prayed that God would extend forgiveness (Luke 23:34). We can also read where Stephen prayed a similar prayer as he was being stoned (Acts 7:60). Jesus and Stephen both prayed for forgiveness to those who were raising their hands to kill them, but nowhere are we told that forgiveness was granted without repentance. To walk in a spirit of forgiveness is as much for our sakes as others. It is a fragrance of Christ extended to others to live a life forgiving those who have hurt you. To be able to do such a thing requires the grace of God, and brings us quite literally, a freedom that is “out of this world.”
The response of the disciples as they related to one another was often lacking in God’s grace. They clearly needed a faith lift to help them to forgive each other to the degree that Jesus was asking of them. They needed to choose to live in a way that was counter-culture to the world they were living in. The disciples were also living at a time when hatred and bitterness against the Roman occupation had crept in to the national soul of the Jewish people.
Why is faith compared to a seed, and why a mustard seed?

A mustard seed grows from a very small seed to a tree. C. Marvin Pate, a Greek scholar writing on the comment of Jesus, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed…” says: “The mixed condition (of the Greek sentence) is probably designed to affirm that the disciples did have faith, but that it required growth. Regardless of the technicalities of the grammar involved, however, the verse is clear in its focus—the smallest amount of faith in God can produce miracles.”
 
For a seed such as the mustard seed to grow into a tree requires it to go through a number of stages. First it has to die to itself:
I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life (John 12:24-25).
What actually happens when a seed is sown is that its outer nature, the husk, has to break open; it literally dies, but the life that is within the seed begins to take root and grow. Each of us must die to our selves, that the life of God that comes when we are born again of God’s Spirit (John 3:3) should grow and be nourished by the Word of God, the spiritual food that grows us up. The wonderful truth is that Christ comes and takes residence in our lives when we receive Him (Colossians 1:27). To every one of us is given, at the point when we come to Christ, a measure of faith.

For I say, through the grace given unto me, to every man that is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think; but to think soberly, according as God hath dealt to every man the measure of faith (Romans 12:3 King James Version). 
Your measure of faith may feel very small, but it has great potential locked up inside it. The crucial thing is this: “what will you do with your measure of faith?” Just as a mustard seed has to grow to become a tree, so faith needs to grow too. Faith is like a muscle, it has to be exercised to grow. It’s also like an elastic band; it has to be stretched to be effective. God will be faithful in allowing tests to come your way to grow and increase your faith, but it will depend on your responses to the tests. Some people do not respond to the challenge and bail out to an easy exit, through compromise. In 1980, when I married my wife, Sandy, to stay in the United States I had to fill out a form which asked me if I had ever been convicted of a drug offense. I was tempted to lie about my convictions, after all, who would know?  It would have meant that I would compromise, as I had been convicted on Marijuana charges in England in 1971. If I had lied, I wonder how it would have hindered my growth in the faith. It would have probably changed many events that followed. I suspect that I would never have church planted and be doing what I am doing now, equipping Christians to grow in their faith. To grow in faith will require you to be obedient even when it hurts.
Let’s go deeper on this question of growing in faith:
If a new Christian were to ask you how to grow in their faith, what would you answer?

To grow your seed of faith into a great tree will require you to believe that God will do what you ask. Faith is not believing that God can sort out a situation in your life, it’s believing that God will. There is a big difference. When Peter, the disciple of Jesus, was in his boat on the Sea of Galilee and Jesus came walking on the water towards them, he took a risk:
"Lord, if it's you," Peter replied, "tell me to come to you on the water." "Come," he said. Then Peter got down out of the boat, walked on the water and came toward Jesus. But when he saw the wind, he was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, "Lord, save me!" (Matthew 14:28-30) 

Peter believed that he could get out of the boat and walk on water; otherwise he would not have taken the action step of trusting God to hold him up. He had to risk that he would not go under when he took that first step, transferring his balance from the foot in the boat to the foot in the water. We will not stretch our faith and believe God to do miracles and healings amongst us until we step out and risk. John Wimber, the founder of the Vineyard Movement used to say “Faith is spelt R.I.S.K.”  God used John for many healings and signs and wonders. We don’t focus on the sea and the situation when we step out in faith; we focus our attention on Jesus. Go for small wins with your faith; don’t pray for something beyond the level of what you can believe for. We are told that we should prophesy according to our proportion of faith, “If a man's gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith” (Romans 12:6), so why can we not do the same with our faith? Exercise your faith to the proportion of your belief that God will do what you ask. Peter had arrived at a place in his life, where he had seen again and again the miracles of Jesus. He had confidence that Jesus would see him through walking on water. Let’s look at a different passage that talks about the same topic, seeming impossible situations.
"Have faith in God," Jesus answered. "I tell you the truth, if anyone says to this mountain, 'Go, throw yourself into the sea,' and does not doubt in his heart but believes that what he says will happen, it will be done for him. Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. (Mark 11:22-24).
What is the plain teaching of the above passage? What does Jesus want you to understand from what you are reading?
I don’t believe that one has to hoodwink oneself into believing something is true when it is not. There is an assurance that comes from God when a person receives something from God as a result of prayer. Many people give up praying before the angels have the package off the assembly line! A gift of faith is imparted to the heart and it is no difficulty to believe God for something. A number of years ago I wanted a tool that would help explain scripture. It was a Dakes Annotated Reference Bible. It has lots of notes alongside the text with background historical information that helps understanding. I had come across it in a bookstore and wanted one badly. I did not have enough money, and was at a loss as to how I could obtain this book.  I came upon the passage of scripture above and it seemed to stand out to me. I asked myself, “Did I really believe that I would receive it?” I began to pray, and prayed until God gave me assurance that I had been given the very thing that I had asked for, even though I did not yet see it. The next day I went out and bought a bar magnifying glass to enable me to see the small print easily. I did not yet have it but I was convinced that it was on its way. I did receive the book as a gift from some friends a few weeks later. It felt wonderful to receive the book, and also to receive such an answer to prayer.

The story has been told of a man who was crossing a desert in the days of the pioneers. He ran into trouble and was dying of thirst when he spotted a pump near an abandoned shack. He had no water to prime the pump, but he noticed a jug of water near the pump with a note attached. It read:”there is just enough water in this jug to prime the pump, but not if you drink some first.  This well has never gone dry, even in the worst of times.  Pour the water in the top of the pump and pump the handle quickly.  After you have had a drink, refill this jug for the next man who comes along.” What would the man dying of thirst do?  To follow the instructions and prime the pump without first taking a drink would be an exercise of the kind of belief the bible speaks of.  Biblical belief requires that one stake his life on the truth of the promise.  If the man follows the instructions, he takes the chance of pouring out all the water and getting none to drink if the pump fails.  So he must trust that the message is right.  He must act in belief, without first receiving and must trust in the truth of the promise. 
 

I notice that there was an expression to their faith. The word “says” is used twice. (Mark 11:22). They had to act on what they believed God was saying just like Peter had to take a step of faith. They were to speak to the mountain. I don’t believe that Jesus was telling us to go moving mountains around or pluck up trees and plant them into the sea; a mulberry tree has a large taproot that is very hard to move. It speaks to us of an impossible situation in your life that you have not yet been able to overcome or a problem you have not been able to uproot. A mountain was figurative language at the time for a problem that was unmovable in a natural sense. 
Let me show you what I mean. When the Jews came back from a time of captivity in Babylon, 400 or so years before Christ, Zerubbabel, the Jewish governor of Judea, was having great difficulty in building the restored temple in Jerusalem. Let’s look at what Zechariah the prophet under the Spirit’s direction told the Governor to do:
So he said to me, "This is the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel: 'Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,' says the LORD Almighty.  "What are you, O mighty mountain? Before Zerubbabel you will become level ground. Then he will bring out the capstone to shouts of 'God bless it! God bless it!' "  Then the word of the LORD came to me:  "The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this temple; his hands will also complete it. Then you will know that the LORD Almighty has sent me to you.  "Who despises the day of small things? Men will rejoice when they see the plumb line in the hand of Zerubbabel (Zechariah 4:6-10. Emphasis mine).

The obstacles to the building of the Temple were referred to as a mountain. Zechariah the prophet tells Zerubbabel that he will bring forth the capstone, the last stone of the Temple with shouts of “God bless it.”  The King James Version renders these words as “Grace, Grace,”   It may have been started with small efforts, but the Lord say’s that He will step in with the Spirit’s power and energy to complete what Zerubbabel had started by his small efforts.
Many of us have mountains of difficulties that stand against us. For one it may be a wandering spouse, for another a son or daughter that is wandering away from the faith.  It could be a great need for physical healing. Let me ask you; “have you considered calling on the Lord to move by His Spirit?”  Not by might, nor by power but by my Spirit, says the Lord Almighty. In 1989, my wife, Sandy, and I were living in Israel. God spoke to me very clearly as I was reading Luke 3, the passage about a woman called Anna that never left the Temple but served God and spoke to all about the coming of the Messiah.  His thoughts came very strongly to me that we would have a baby, it would be a girl and we were to call her Anna. Sure enough, a couple of months later, we received a positive pregnancy test, Sandy was having our little girl. After a few weeks though, Sandy was losing blood and things looked very worrying. We went to the doctor who listened to her womb but could not find a heart beat. He told us that he thought it was a mole pregnancy, a tumor in her womb that gave the same signals as a baby. We were devastated! To know for sure what her problem was, we had to go to the hospital and have an ultra sound just to confirm it. We were so broken as we saw no baby that night with the ultrasound. He wanted to do an operation right away to get the ‘tumor’ out of Sandy’s womb. We just could not believe it! God had spoken to us! We were too upset for Sandy to have the operation. We needed time to pray and call upon God. The doctor, very reluctantly, gave us a week before having the operation. The enemy came quickly whispering to me “Hah! You asked bread of God and he’s given you a stone!” Who were we going to believe? We called friends all over the United States, England and around Israel, asking them to pray. I encouraged Sandy to work on a baby blanket she was doing needlework on for Anna. It was our step of faith in God. During the week of waiting I attended a Bible study and heard a message on the passage of scripture in Zechariah above. The speaker encouraged us to shout “Grace, Grace” to our “mountain.”  In simple obedience, I went home to Sandy and we both laid hands on her stomach, and shouted the word “Grace” twice. We were desperate for God to move, we had no power, no might, only the Spirit of God. Three days later, the doctor had told Sandy that she was not to drink anything at all on the day of the operation, since this would hamper the chances of seeing anything on an ultra sound. Before the doctor started the operation, we required him to do another ultra sound, and there, to our joy was our little Anna! I can’t explain it, I am just so thankful to have God’s promise to me asleep in bed at the age of 20 years old, as I am writing! 
Often there is an act of obedience that one may be challenged to do, for us it was a simple act of shouting “Grace!” to the mountain before us. Naaman, the Assyrian General who was leprous was told by Elisha, the prophet, to go and dip himself in the River Jordan seven times and he would be healed. It was an act of obedience that seemed so stupid to Naaman, just as our shouting did. At first, he resisted until one of his servants said to him “My father, if the prophet had told you to do some great thing, would you not have done it? How much more, then, when he tells you, Wash and be cleansed!”(2 Kings 5:13). Of course, Naaman relented from being obstinate and obediently dipped himself in the Jordan and was healed of his leprosy. It seemed ridiculous to Naaman to wash in a dirty river to get cleansed. Sometimes God will challenge your belief and require you to do something to express your belief and faith in God’s power.  For example, the ten leprous men in the last passage before us today:
Let’s get the context first, the disciples and Jesus are traveling to Jerusalem but still at least 20-40 miles away on the border between Samaria and Galilee.
Why would Jesus send the ten lepers to the priests unhealed, instead of healing them on the spot?
It’s interesting to see that Jesus required them to do what a cured leper would do even though they were not healed yet. He required them to take steps of faith and trust in the Word of Jesus. Lepers were commanded to stay at a distance and ring a bell when anyone got anywhere near to warn them. Of course, they were outside the community which is where they spotted Jesus. There was no touch, and very little communication, he just told them to go to the priest to get checked out. There may have been a priest in the nearest town, but it more than likely meant that they were to travel to the Temple to see the priest there and get a pronouncement of health to be readmitted into society. This required faith, because they were not healed. They were only healed as they were on the journey. It would have seemed stupid to them as they started on their journey, to go and get a healed certificate when their faces and limbs were contorted with Leprosy. One of them was a Samaritan, a person that the Jews did not normally associate with, although we find them together in their misery.
What do you think was on the mind of the Samaritan as he started on the way to the Temple?

Don’t you think he was a little bit suspicious of Jesus? Why would this Jewish preacher want to heal a Samaritan? I wonder if he thought that the healing would not work for him, due to the animosity between the Jews and Samaritans. He certainly did not want to go to Jerusalem, the Samaritans worshiped on Mount Gerizim in Samaria. Imagine his surprise while he is walking, his fingers start to grow, his toes suddenly fill his shoes, and he can feel that the skin on his face is soft and that his nose has grown out again. He was ecstatic with praise to God and could not contain himself. He left the company of the others and had to find Jesus and thank Him. This man knew how to give thanks. He shouted loudly to God as he approached Jesus and threw himself on the ground lavishly shouting his praise. How that must have warmed Jesus’ heart!  Let’s never forget to thank the Lord for all he does for us.
Let me issue you a challenge: Think of a situation in your life which needs resolution, it may be an impossible thing to you, but dare to believe that God can work through your simple faith. Is anything too hard for the Lord? Call out to Him and ask Him for faith to believe that He will accomplish what you ask of Him. Then praise Him, loudly!
Prayer:  Father, I pray for each person reading these words, that you would come alongside right now and impart faith to their hearts.  Amen.
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