
Sermon 82: Luke 17:1-10: How the Gospel Shapes our Service of Others 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The differences between true religion and false religion are striking.  False religion is 

judgemental, true religion is accepting; false religion is strident and forceful, true religion is 
gentle and yielding; false religion is critical and harsh; true religion is gracious and 
encouraging; loveless vs loving; external holiness vs internal holiness; hypocritical vs 

genuine; we all know the difference between true and false religion.  False religion is 
repulsive but true religion is attractive.  Our hearts are by nature religious; that means we 
are vulnerable to the deceptions and promises of false religion and hungry for true religion.  
Jesus throughout the gospels is showing how the religion of first century Judaism though it 

claims to be based on the Word of God and is full of external religiosity is a sham, is 
hypocritical, is hateful to God, and damning to those who teach and practice it.  Jesus has 
come with the truth, to teach us the truth about God, the true interpretation of God’s word, 

to show us the true way to serve God, and the true way of salvation.  He contrasts the 
gospel of God’s grace with the manmade legalism of the day.  The gospel accounts are full 
of examples of Jesus putting forward true religion and exposing false religion.  The portion 

that lies before us in Luke 17:1-10 is Jesus stating positively some of the principles of 
discipleship that stand in stark contrast to the false religion of the day.   
 

You will notice in v1 that Jesus is addressing the disciples, that means that the teaching 
here is directed at them.  Jesus covers three areas of discipleship demonstrating how the 
gospel of grace shapes the way we do religion in contrast the way that religion was wrongly 

being done at the time.  These three areas will be our three points as we move forward.  
You will see in v1-3a that Jesus talks about how the gospel stops us from being a stumbling 
block and offending others; in v3b-6 how the gospel makes us those who seeks to restore 

our brother from sin and forgive them, the disciples see the difficulty of this calling and ask 
for faith to be able to do it.  And then in v7-10 in contrast to the exhibitionist religion of the 
day that felt very proud about their diligence in service the gospel teaches us a humility in 

our serving.  Our three points are offending others, forgiving others, serving others.   
 
Offending others 

 
V1, ‘And he said to his disciples, “Temptations to sin are sure to come, but woe to the one 
through whom they come!’  In the Greek the word for ‘temptations’ is ‘skandala’ which is 

literally ‘stumbling blocks.’  Jesus recognises that in a fallen world stumbling blocks or 
temptations to sin are inevitable.  He is not denying that the one who sins is responsible, 
nor does He deny that the one who causes the temptations is without excuse.  On the 

contrary He points out that is a very serious thing to be the source of another person’s 
temptation.  What sort of temptations/stumbling blocks is Jesus talking about here? 
 
The NT gives us several examples of people being caused to stumble.  In Corinth we see 

that those Gentile converts who come out of a background of idolatry were stumbling at 
Christians eating meat offered to idols.  In Rome we see that Jewish converts were 
struggling with the Gentiles who did not keep a Saturday Sabbath and the OT dietary laws.  



A stumbling block can be a bad example that leads others into sin; a direct temptation that 
we put in front of people, or an indirect temptation that results from our lives or beliefs; or it 

could be false teaching that we spread.  It is likely that Jesus is talking about false teaching 
and in particular false teaching that is very detrimental.  That word temptation was often 
used to describe idolatry or teaching leading to idolatry.  Jesus is referring to the effect of 

the teachings of the Pharisees on young converts.  V2, ‘It would be better for him if a 
millstone were hung around his neck and he were cast into the sea than that he should 
cause one of these little ones to sin.’ 

 
In v2 when it talks about ‘little ones’ it is not referring to children, but to new converts.  The 
new converts in question would be the tax collectors and sinners that have been following 

Jesus.  They are called little ones because they are young in the faith, but this description 
also speaks about their vulnerability and need of protection.  Jesus is in earnest to protect 
these new believers who have been converted by God’s grace from the judgmental and 

legalistic religion of the Pharisees.   
 
Jesus warns of the consequences of those who cause these little ones to stumble, He says it 
would be better to be violently drowned by having a millstone hung around your neck and 

tossed into the sea.  A fate worse than death is the Bible’s way of talking about hell.  Does 
the Bible teach that every false teacher who causes a Christian to stumble will go to hell?  
Not necessarily, 1 Cor. 3:15 indicates that there are some forms of false teaching committed 

by Christians which will result in a loss of reward through fire but not a loss of salvation.  
Those false teachers like the Pharisees who are not saved and who are preaching a false 
gospel will, but those who are Christians who engage in false teaching will experience 

chastening or purification through fire.   
 
So how could we be stumbling blocks within the church?  We could be a stumbling block by 

being too revealing in our clothing; inappropriately flirtatious in our engagement with the 
opposite sex; by gossiping about others or spreading lies; by undermining the truth of God’s 
word; by trying to start groups of division over minor issues like whether we should be 

vaccinated; by misleading the impressionable through a disregard of God’s holy standards.  
There are many ways.  But in particular how can we be stumbling blocks like the Pharisees, 
and how does the gospel change us so that we will not do this?   

 
The Pharisees forgot that God is the Lord of the conscience and sought to make rules to rule 
over other people’s lives that were not from God.  What we need to remember is that God 

gives us liberty of conscience not so that we can sin anyway we please but as an ability to 
give Him the free love and service of our hearts.  To manipulate someone with guilt over 
something that is not truly sinful is to act like a Pharisee, to force people to conform to a 

norm that God does not require as part of our worship is to act like a Pharisee; to accuse of 
sin for something that is not in violation of God’s law is to act like a Pharisee.  Elders in the 
church can do this by teaching as God’s word the teachings of men; the members of a 

church can do this by judging others by things that are not God’s requirements.  
 
Jesus in v3a says, ‘Pay attention to yourselves!’  Double-check are you a false teachers who 

is causing others to stumble; or are you stumbling because of someone else’s false 
teaching?  The gospel helps us here.  The gospel helps us spot any teaching that points us 
to our own good deeds for salvation; and the gospel helps us see the importance of not 
daring to burden another’s conscience with things that God has not required.  The gospel 

likewise highlights the seriousness of sin, as something that is damning.  It awakens us to 
the holiness of God that we dare not cause others to sin and be the source of temptation for 
anyone.   



 
Forgiving others 

 
V3b, ‘If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.’  Not only does the 
gospel equip the followers of Christ in not causing another to sin, it also changes the way 

we help others to stop sinning.  Added to that it does not only not give offence, it forgives it 
does not take offence.  Talking to other people about their sins, this is a touchy subject.  
The Pharisees were terrible at it, they would put people into boxes calling them sinners, and 

unclean, they were harsh and judgmental.  The gospel gives us a better way.   
 
Now firstly, we must appreciate the real responsibility that we have to be our brother’s 

keeper.  Jesus is implying that it is right to confront others who are involved in sin.  This is 
different to our modern age where the attitude is ‘live and let live.’  Jesus recognizes that 
there is to be a genuine spiritual concern.  Where we would warn someone who is in 

physical danger and could lose their lives, we believe that sin is so serious a problem that 
we are willing to bring the bruise of a friend to warn others of their sins.  This reality not 
only speaks of the seriousness of sin but it also speaks of the nature of our responsibilities 
towards one another.  As Christians we are one body in Christ, we are spiritual members 

one of another, there is a unity between Christians which is stronger and will last longer 
than the bond of marriage, and this comes with certain responsibilities.  I cannot idly sit by 
while you dishonor God and destroy yourself in sin.  I am called as a member of Christ’s 

church to watch over your soul and to encourage you on the path of holiness.  
 
However, the gospel changes the way we do this doesn’t it.  Paul says in Gal. 6:1-2, 

‘Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him 
in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted. 2 Bear one 
another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.’  I remember the story of two men who 

were going to the house of man who was committing adultery on his wife, just before 
knocking on the door, the older man said to the younger man, do you think you could ever 
commit such a sin?  The younger man violently protested that he never could.  The older 

man said that the younger man couldn’t come to restore this man.  Why?  Those who have 
a self-righteous attitude that think other people are sinners but not themselves, that others 
need forgiveness but not themselves, ironically they are terrible surgeons of the soul.  They 

cannot be gentle, they cannot recognize our common weakness and need for God’s grace 
and so become harsh and brutal and demanding in ways that are inconsistent with the 
gospel.  When approaching someone in sin you don’t go in there like a SWAT team that 

breaks down the door, comes in shooting, manhandles the target to the ground and places 
them in cuffs.  When should you confront someone in sin?  When the sin in question is 
clearly a sin and not merely something you don’t like.  If the sin is against you, if the sin 

was done in your presence, or if you are in a position to address it, in other words a 
member of your church/family, etc.  It is not an open invitation to be the sin police in 
everyone’s life.  

 
There is another section where Jesus talks about confronting sin in one another in Matt. 
18:15-20, there we see the three stages of church discipline.  First you confront your 

brother in sin.  If he will not repent, go and get some witnesses and try again.  And if that 
still does not work, then take it to the church for discipline.  The goal of course is not to 
shame, but to restore, and the idea is to give as much opportunity to repent as possible.  
The Pharisees would rush to judgement, we rush to intervention so that we can facilitate 

restoration.  Church discipline only comes as a last measure when someone who claims to 
be a Christian shows they are not by their impenitent persistence in sin denying the Lordship 
of God.  Church discipline acts to show the person that they are denying the faith and 



should repent in order to get saved, it is a way of preaching the gospel to those who are 
deceiving themselves about their spiritual standing.   

 
The scenario that Christ portrays here in v3 is where you do the first step of church 
discipline, but your brother repents, so you do not have to go to step 2 and 3.  At this point 

Christ tells us to forgive.  V4, ‘and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to 
you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive him.’   
 

So we come now to the question of radical forgiveness.  The situation set before us, a 
person sinning against us 7 times in one day and then sincerely repenting and asking for 
forgiveness is a difficult one to get our heads around.  Can anyone who sins in the same 

way 7 times in one day be genuine in their repentance?  Firstly, the question is not over 
how many times one sins but whether we should be willing to receive back those who have 
sinned against us and they have repented.  Forgiveness not revenge is the calling of every 

Christian.  The Pharisees, we see from the parable of the prodigal son thought that God 
should be slow to forgive and quick to anger, but we learn that God is quick to forgive and 
slow to anger, here Jesus is getting us to imitate God and not the Pharisees.  If someone 
repents, God receives them, if someone who is under the discipline of church repents, the 

church should receive them, the point of church discipline is to restore after all.  And in our 
personal dealing when someone sins against you and repents, you have a duty to forgive 
them.   

 
Now inevitably there are some big questions that arise at this point.  Do you have to forgive 
people who do not repent?  Should we not refuse to forgive things like adultery which Jesus 

spells out is grounds for divorce, or domestic abuse which is physically harmful and is a 
criminal act?  Let us think on the first question, do we only forgive those who repent?  
Those who take the ‘if’ in these verses in this sense are making it too conditional.  

Remember that we are to pray the Lord’s Prayer every day, and what is one of the requests, 
‘forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.’  If we pray daily 
then we will have worked through the matter of forgiving before the one who has sinned 

against us has listened to the Spirit and repented.  Can a Christian live a profitable Christian 
life carrying a grudge?  No, if we have anger and bitterness and vengeance in our hearts, 
this will poison our hearts, we will sin inwardly and have no liberty in prayer.  The matter of 

forgiveness as far as your heart is concerned, it is unconditional.  You are not God and 
therefore you do not demand repentance or payment or justice before you allow your heart 
to love your enemy.  Your duty is to love your enemy and trust God to settle all injustices.  

Christ is our example in how to forgive those who have not yet repented.  Think of Christ 
dying on the cross, His murderers were laughing and mocking Him, they were not sorry for 
their sins, yet He prays for mercy for them. 

 
One preacher shares this story, ‘The British army officer Ernest Gordon writes about this 
forgiveness in his book To End All Wars, which tells the story of the infamous Japanese 

prison camp on the River Kwai. Conditions there were horrific, and early in his time there 
Gordon was given up for dead. Yet by the grace of God he survived, and together with 
many of the other prisoners he came to saving faith in Jesus Christ. 

After these men came to Christ, they began to meet for public worship and to pray the 
Lord’s Prayer. But there was one petition where they always faltered: “Forgive us our debts, 
as we forgive our debtors.” Why did they falter? As Gordon explained it: 
It was because it meant asking forgiveness for the Japanese. We had learned from the 

gospels that Jesus had his enemies just as we had ours. But there was this difference: he 
loved his enemies. He prayed for them. Even as the nails were being hammered through his 
hands and feet, he cried out, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” We 



hated our enemies. We could see how wonderful it was that Jesus forgave in this way. Yet 
for us to do the same seemed beyond our attainment. 

For Gordon the breakthrough came by going back to the cross of Christ and finding there 
both his own forgiveness and the grace he needed to forgive the people he found it 
impossible to love. It happened on Good Friday, and here is how Gordon described the 

experience: 
I recognized that it was no easy thing to call that figure on the Cross “Lord.” I heard again 
His words, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” This He had said for His 

enemies; but what was I to say for mine? I could not say what He had said, for He was 
innocent, whereas I was not. Humbly, I had to ask, “Forgive me and my enemies, for we 
know not what we do.”1 

 
In the case of a sin like domestic abuse, or adultery, one can forgive while following through 
with the legal consequences.  If a spouse proves unfaithful and will not repent, the Bible 

gives you the right to divorce, in your heart you can forgive them, but outwardly the 
consequence of divorce is the responsible action.  Likewise if you have to call the police on a 
spouse that is being abusive, you can work through forgiving them in your hearts while still 
insisting that the police should intervene.   

 
V5-6, ‘The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6 And the Lord said, “If you had 
faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and 

planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.’  Some think that these verses are disconnected 
to what has come before, but we all feel the difficulty of the type of forgiveness we are 
called to.  In order to obey, we will need faith, it is with humility then that the apostles ask 

for faith.  And Christ responds that will a growing faith, even if it starts from the size of a 
mustard seed, it can accomplish great, seemingly impossible things. 
 

We need faith for salvation, we need faith for prayer, we need faith to face suffering, we 
need faith to stand up to temptation, but we also need faith when it comes to suffering 
injustice and loving our enemies.  Faith sees that we are all unworthy of forgiveness.  Faith 

sees that God has forgiven us a debt greater than any sin done against us.  Faith sees the 
love of God towards His enemies in pouring out rain on the just and the unjust.  Faith sees 
that if Christ can forgive my sins, then my heart gripped with gratitude can forgive others.  

Faith sees Christ going to the cross for a people who hated Him, we too can forgive those 
who hate us.  Faith sees Christ on the cross choosing to ask for forgiveness for those 
committing the greatest crime in the universe by killing the most innocent person in the 

universe and the most worthy of worship.  A black mulberry tree was notorious for its huge 
root system, uprooting it and getting it to grow drinking in sea water is an impossible task, 
as impossible as a sinner who has a vengeful heart forgiving and loving their enemies, faith 

is the key.   
 
Serving others 

 
V7-10, ‘“Will any one of you who has a servant plowing or keeping sheep say to him when 
he has come in from the field, ‘Come at once and recline at table’? 8 Will he not rather say to 

him, ‘Prepare supper for me, and dress properly, and serve me while I eat and drink, and 
afterward you will eat and drink’? 9 Does he thank the servant because he did what was 
commanded? 10 So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We 
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are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty.’  The Pharisees recently 
portrayed in the parable of the prodigal son are the older brother.  Remember his attitude 

about the returning younger brother and him throwing his toys out of the cot because the 
Father threw a party for someone who he thought was unworthy.  He was miffed that the 
reprobate son got the fattened calf while he had never even been offered a goat.  In his 

heart he saw his efforts on the farm, his hard work, his silent service which has now to his 
mind gone unrecognized, and he thinks that he is the one who deserves a party for all his 
effort not the younger brother.  The Pharisees thought that their good deeds merited God’s 

favor and deserved God’s blessing.  The reason free grace was so scandalous is because 
those who valued their works for righteousness saw their efforts as wasted.  The gospel 
reminds us that even our best deeds can’t make payment for one sin, our best deeds are 

never enough to wipe out the evil of our hearts, our sins, never mind earn us eternal 
fellowship with God having access to His richest treasures.  So when you understand how 
unworthy you are, and you do God’s will, how do you see yourself and the value of your 

good works?  This parable told by Christ helps us see how the gospel reshapes our thinking 
about our service of God and others.  We will not be self-congratulating and thinking much 
of ourselves, we will say, ‘We are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our 
duty.’   

 
There is more that we could say here, but our time is up.  The gospel is very different to 
false religion.  The gospel makes us hesitant to offend others, earnest to restore sinners, 

quick to forgive sins against ourselves, and gives us a humility in all of our service.                                     
 
          


