Text: Luke 17:1-10
Introduction

Our gospel today is one that seems to have baffled editors and publishers.  There is no easy headline.  My pocket NIV puts the lable “Sin, Faith, Duty” over today’s gospel.  The New Living Translation put “Teachings about forgiveness and faith” – breezing past the NIV’s duty and ignoring the warnings about millstones to skip ahead to forgiveness.  The ESV put a label of “Some sayings of Jesus”.  I don’t know about you, but things with titles like that are things I tend to skim pretty quickly.   And given headlines this past week in regard to ministers – both national and local – it seems like a few too many did skim it.  Especially that part about millstones.
Text
If all you are doing is reading snippet by snippet, this collection would seem to be a grab bag of stuff that couldn’t find a home anywhere else.  Like Luke said, I’ve got these great quotes but nowhere to put them, oh heck, here’s good – Some saying of Jesus.  But if you are reading the gospel like the biography or history it was originally – this is an important text.  It’s the summary or conclusion of Jesus’ extended teaching on discipleship.  
I know I’m stretching a bit here, but I challenge you later today on this Sabbath to take 15 minutes and read Luke chapter 14 though 17:10.  I’ll try and fill in some gaps, but about 5 Sunday’s ago Jesus had been invited to the house of a prominent Pharisee.  And ever since then Jesus has been going back and forth between talking to Pharisees and talking to his disciples.  Teaching one group while the other listened in, and then correcting the listeners while the disciples overheard. The entire section is an extended and rich teaching of what it means to be a disciple – to be a citizen of the kingdom of God.  It starts with Jesus encouraging humility when invited – “take the lowest seat,” and Jesus encouraging purpose when doing the inviting – “ask the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind.”  The disciple of Jesus, the resident of the Kingdom of God, is humble and acts with purpose.
Those traits establish the contrasting theme that weaves its way through the discussions with Pharisees and disciples.  In the kingdom of this world – you build up the favor bank and keep track of who can help you.  You pay strict attention of pecking orders and relative status.  You take risks in self promotion, and the purpose of this world is to be selective – membership has its privileges.  In the Kingdom of God – you take care of Lazarus and go out into the streets and alleys and rural roads inviting everyone in.   And when you’re done – the response is not the favor owed, but we have only done our duty.
Application

I suppose I should save it for Reformation Day, but I think it fits this text.  In 1517 Martin Luther nailed the 95 theses to the Castle Door in Wittenberg – the castle door being the community bulletin-board of the day.  The first of those theses – not the practical meaty ones that would threaten the Pope’s cash flow, but the one that expressed the crux of the problem of understanding reads – When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said repent, he willed the entire life of believers to be one of repentance.  
The problem with that is our hearing of repent.  We too often have a religious understanding of repent.  We repent because we are afraid.  We fear those millstones.  We repent because we think it will keep God happy. This is what God said he wanted – so I’ll comply.  We repent because we hope that will keep the hot line open.  God, I’m sorry about that, now can you answer this prayer.  Such a religious repentance is anything but what Luther meant was the entire life of the believer.  Because a repentance like that is self-centered, self righteous and bitter.  We fear punishment so we repent trying to save the self.  We repent thinking of it as our offering to God.  The church might need your offerings, but God doesn’t.  Such a repentance is a religious attempt at self-justification with repentance being our work.  And it is deeply bitter.  It feels like extortion and is deeply shameful.  The toughest thing for the religious to do is admit guilt – it risks membership in the pious club.  The Pharisees were not like the sinners and tax collectors.  Those who bought the pope’s plenary indulgence joined the holy club.  No longer poor miserable sinners.
Luther in those 95 theses is thinking more along the lines of our text today.  Things that cause people to sin are bound to come.  Woe to the one they come through.  And guess what, sin operates in us every day.  I am going to cause someone to sin today.   Just from stepping into this pulpit, because I used the wrong word, or misread the text, and I will deserve the millstone.  I will rebuke the wrong brother.  I’ll find it impossible to forgive another.  There is an email reply from a rebuke sitting in my inbox that I can’t even open – I don’t want to think about forgiveness.  I’ll come in from a day’s work expecting a reward and sit down at the table.   St. Paul would put it this way, “I don’t do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want I keep on doing…who will free me from this body of death?”

And here is the difference between the religious, the Pharisees understanding of repentance and the disciples understanding.  My repentance does not atone for the sin.  I do not suffer for that sin.  Because Jesus already did.  Forgiveness for the same sin seven times in a day is mine to give – because He’s already justified us.  Like a stooge I rush up to the first seat at the table, sweaty and dusty and smelly from a full day in the fields.  And instead of telling me to get my butt up and serve the supper.  Christ – the Lord – serves the supper.  The worthy servant, cleans the feat of the unworthy.  
Conclusion

The gospel repentance is not our work.  It is our acknowledgement of the depth of the Father’s grace, and a plea for Him to free us from this body of death.  Not because we fear punishment – Jesus took that…but because we don’t want to do anything more contrary to the heart of God who loved us that much.
The disciple lives a life of repentance, because the disciple is truly and deeply humble.  She knows both the depth of sin and the heart of grace.

The disciple acts with purpose, because he desires to live closer to the heart of God.  The heart of God is always working in his people to increase grace, to call the poor, the crippled, the lame and blind – to call the religious to repentance.
Our life of repentance and purpose is our plea to God the Father to complete what has been started.

You hear some of that plea in Habakkuk.  O Lord, how long shall I cry for help…the law is paralyzed, and justice never goes forth…to which God replies…the vision awaits its appointed time…if it seems slow, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay.  I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.  Come quickly, Lord.  Amen.
