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“Wholly Grace” 
Luke 17:1-10 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

The title of my message this morning is “Wholly Grace.”  That’s wholly 

with a “w-h-o-l-l-y,” as in the sense of something that is complete, as 

opposed to “h-o-l-y,” meaning something sacred or dedicated to God. 

I use this title because this is the big takeaway I have from this morning’s 

lesson from the Gospel of Luke.  In the end, it is all about God’s grace—that 

is, God’s totally unmerited favor toward us. 

So if you want the Reader’s Digest version of what Pastor Bob peached on 

this morning, just remember these four words: It’s all about grace.   

But as usual, there’s a little more to the story than that. 

How did we get there from here?   

How do we get to grace from some seemingly simple instructions about 

discipleship, forgiveness and obedience? 

What ties all these things together? 

To begin with, today’s lesson marks a shift in the target audience from the 

scripture lessons we’ve had over the past several weeks, from the Pharisees 

to the disciples. 

You may remember in last week's lesson, Jesus told a parable about the rich 

man and Lazarus.  In that story, the rich man met an unhappy end because he 

refused to see the human need lying just outside his gate and he did not 

respond to it.  His sin was the sin of complacency. 

Meanwhile, Lazarus, the poor man, lived a miserable life on earth but was 

comforted in the hereafter. 

That story was clearly directed at the Pharisees—Israel’s self-appointed 

religious pressure group—and anyone who was, or is, self-righteous.  
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Straighten up, Pharisees, unless you want to suffer the same fate as the rich 

man. 

This week, Jesus addresses his disciples with some difficult sayings about 

forgiveness, faith, and the obedience of servants.  And it may be the 

obedience thing that has the disciples worried, here. 

There’s a story from 20 years ago about a member of the British 
Parliament, Neil Marten, who was giving a tour of the Parliament 
building in London to a group of his constituents.  During the tour, the 
group happened to meet Lord Halisham, who was then Lord 
Chancellor of England, a very high position in the British government.  
Lord Halisham was in full regalia, wearing his robes and medals of 
office.  Lord Halisham recognized his friend, Marten, among the 
group of tourists and shouted out to him, “Neil!”  As you can imagine, 
every one of the visitors immediately obeyed the command and knelt 
down on the floor.1 

I don’t know that most of us would be as quick to obey a command like that.  

I do know we want to obey the commands of OUR Lord and Savior, but 

some of these things Jesus asks of us are really hard to put into practice. 

I think that’s what has the disciples upset here.   

Jesus starts out by telling them two things they must do to be obedient 

servants of God. 

Thing one: Don’t hinder the discipleship of other people.  “Things that 

cause people to trip and fall into sin must happen,” Jesus said, “but how 

terrible it is for the person through whom they happen.  It would be better 

for them to be thrown into a lake with a large stone hung around their neck 

than to cause one of these little ones to trip and fall into sin” (Luke 17:1-2).  

                                                
1 “Obedience,” Sermon Illustrations.com, article on internet, http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-
z/o/obedience.htm, accessed 04 October 2013. 
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In other words, disciples: Don’t be like the Pharisees.  Their interpretation of 

God’s laws had so many add-ons that no one could be expected to fulfill all 

the rules and regulations. 

Some of the early Christians fell into this trap too.  Many of them, who were 

Jews before they became Christians, tried to add-on rules for the Gentile 

converts to Christianity: 

rules about men having to get circumcised;  

rules about what foods Christians should avoid. 

The leaders of the early church resolved this disagreement by making faith 

in Jesus Christ and His redemptive death on the Cross the core belief for 

Christians.  That remains our core belief today. 

But there’s still a warning for us.  Are there times when we hinder the faith 

of other disciples by some of the things we do or say?   Are there Christians 

today who add-on to the core beliefs of our faith, requiring people to do or 

believe something that is not a core belief of the faith? 

We need to be careful that we do not become like the Pharisees, making 

more of the faith than God has already made it. 

Thing two: Rebuke sinners but forgive them when they ask for it.   

The accent here is on forgiveness.   

“Even if someone asks me to forgive them seven times in one day?”  

Answer: Yes.  “Even if someone sins against you seven times in one day and 

returns to you seven times and says, ‘I am changing my ways,’ you must 

forgive that person” (Luke 17:4).   

And let’s not stop there.  I think Jesus would tell us to forgive even if the 

number is eight, or nine, or more.  In Matthew’s Gospel, he tells Peter to 

forgive as much as seven times seventy. 
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But forgiveness is hard.  It can be really hard, especially when someone has 

wronged us intentionally and the hurt runs deep. 

There are a lot of good reasons to forgive those who have wronged us and 

I’m sure we’ll have a chance to explore those some other time.  But for now, 

I’ll just give two good reasons to forgive: 

- Forgive in order to be forgiven.  We all seek forgiveness from God 
for the times we mess up in our lives.  Speaking from personal 
experience, that’s on a daily basis.  Also, we ask for forgiveness every 
time we pray the Lord’s prayer: “Forgive us our trespasses, as we 
forgive those who trespass against us.”  Emphasis here on “As we 
forgive”…God is telling us that if we want to have our sins forgiven, 
we need to be forgivers ourselves.  So we forgive in order to be 
forgiven. 

- Forgive to live.  Living an abundant life in Jesus Christ means letting 
go of past hurts by forgiving.  Holding on to them will keep us from a 
life full of joy and peace and blessing.  In his book Lee: The Last 
Years, author Charles Bracelen Flood reported that after the Civil 
War, Robert E. Lee, former Confederate former commander of the 
Army of Northern Virginia, visited a Kentucky woman who took Lee 
to the remains of a grand old tree in front of her house.  She bitterly 
cried that its limbs and trunk had been destroyed by Federal artillery 
fire during the war.  She looked to Lee for a word condemning the 
North or at least sympathizing with her loss.  After a brief silence, Lee 
said, “Cut it down, my dear Madam, and forget it.”  Lee said that 
because he knew it is better to forgive the injustices of the past than to 
allow them to remain, because then they can take root and poison the 
rest of our life.  We must forgive in order to live.2 

Don’t hinder another disciple. 

Forgive those who ask for it, no matter how many times they ask. 

                                                
2 “Forgiveness,” Sermon Illustrations.com, article on internet, http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-
z/f/forgiveness.htm, accessed 04 October 2013. 
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These are very hard sayings.  So hard that the disciples figure the only way 

the can do these things is with more faith. 

“Increase our faith!” 

Today we might say: “Supersize me!”  Give me faith the size of a mountain 

and I’ll do great things for you, Jesus.  I don't want an average 8 ounce cup 

of faith.  I want the 64 ounce bottle!  Give me epic, humongous faith.  That’s 

the only way I can do what you’re asking me to do, Jesus. 

But that’s not what Jesus does for them, or for us. 

Jesus said we don’t need more faith.  We have enough already.  Faith the 

size of a mustard seed-- the tiniest of seeds--is all we need.  What we need to 

do is exercise it.3 

And then Jesus tells one more story about a servant and a master, and about 

how the servant just does his job for his master and…that’s it. 

There’s no special reward.  There’s no praise for the job that was done. 

Instead: “You won’t thank the servant because the servant did what you 

asked, will you?” (Luke 17:9). 

No.  So servants don’t get special praise for doing their duty, for being 

obedient servants.  

I think one of the things Jesus is telling us here is that we all need a little 

humility.4  Serving God is not like working for a corporation where you 

have expectations of recognition, promotion and bonuses.  Working for a 

company is a transaction where you provide labor or a service and if you do 

it well, you expect something in return. 

But God’s Kingdom doesn’t work on those principles. 

                                                
3 John T. Carroll, “Luke,” in Beverly Roberts Gaventa and David Petersen, Eds., The New Interpreter’s 
Bible, One Volume Commentary, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), 700. 
4 R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, A Commentary in Tweleve 
Volumes, Volume IX, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 324. 
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That’s because there is nothing we could possibly do to impress God to the 

point where God HAS to reward us.  God never has to owe us something. 

Our relationship with God is completely and totally a matter of God’s grace 

toward us. 

Grace is God showing us love and compassion and forgiveness even when 

we don’t deserve it—especially because we don’t deserve it. 

“For it is by grace you have been saved through faith,” the Apostle Paul 

reminds us in his letter to the Ephesian church, “and this is not your own 

doing; it is the gift of God—not the result of works, so that no one may 

boast” (Ephesians 2:8). 

This is why Jesus tells his disciples, both then and now, to be like the 

servants who do their duty without expectation of reward.   

This is good news.  We have already received a great gift--the gift of God’s 

favor.  It is totally undeserved.  But because of that gift, now we are part of 

God’s household—adopted children of God. 

We're in the family business now--God's family—doing the work our Lord 

and Master has prepared to be our way of life.  Good work.  Work that helps 

other people see the love God has for them. 

Works alone won’t save us.  Works alone can’t save us.   

But good works are what we do in response to God’s great love for us. 

This is God’s answer to the plea for increased faith. 

“Supersize” our faith, we say.   

“No,” says Jesus, “the faith you have is enough.  Just live it!”5 

Closing story about grace: 

                                                
5 Will Willimon, “Doing Faith Until You Have It,” The Hardest Question, article on internet, 
http://thq.wearesparkhouse.org/featured/doing-faith-until-you-have-it/ 
, accessed 04 October 2013. 
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When Billy Graham was driving through a small southern town, he 
was stopped by a policeman and charged with speeding.  Graham 
admitted his guilt, but was told by the officer that he would have to 
appear in court.  The judge asked Graham to plead: “guilty or not 
guilty?”  When he pleaded guilty, the judge replied, “That’ll be ten 
dollars—a dollar for every mile you went over the limit.”  Suddenly 
the judge recognized the famous minister.  “You have violated the 
law,” the judge said.  “The fine must be paid—but I am going to pay it 
for you.”  The judge took a 10-dollar bill from his own wallet, 
attached it to the ticket, and then took Graham out and bought him a 
steak dinner!  “That,” said Billy Graham, “is how God treats repentant 
sinners!”6 
 

That is also how the story of God’s grace toward us plays out in today’s 

service.  This is World Communion Sunday.  It’s a day when Christians all 

around the world join together and celebrate with God through this 

sacrament Jesus gave us.  Communion is a great gift and a means of 

experiencing God’s grace in our lives. 

God has paid the fine for our sins in the life, death, and resurrection life of 

his son, Jesus. 

And God invites us now to take part in a meal—a banquet, really—with 

Jesus as the host. 

It’s not a fancy meal.   

Steak is not on the menu.   

Only bread and juice. 

But there is no finer meal on earth, or in heaven, for us to experience the 

love and grace of the God who sets us free to live and to serve in God’s 

name.  Amen. 

                                                
6 “Grace,” Sermon Illustrations.com, article on internet, http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-
z/g/grace.htm, accessed 03 October 2013. 


