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2 Timothy 1:1-14 4
Psalm 37:1-10
Luke 17:5-10

Almighty and everlasting God, you are always more 

ready to hear than we to pray, and to give more than we 

either desire or deserve: Pour upon us the abundance of 

your mercy, forgiving us those things of which our con-

science is afraid, and giving us those good things for 

which  we  are  not  worthy  to  ask,  except  through  the 

merits and mediation of Jesus Christ our Savior; who 
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lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 

for ever and ever. Amen.
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2 Timothy 1:1-14

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, for 

the sake of the promise of life that is in Christ Jesus,

To Timothy, my beloved child:

Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and 
Christ Jesus our Lord.

I am grateful to God – whom I worship with a clear 

conscience, as my ancestors did – when I remember 

you constantly in my prayers night and day. Recalling 

your tears, I long to see you so that I may be filled with 

joy. I am reminded of your sincere faith, a faith that 

lived first in your grandmother Lois and your mother 

Eunice and now, I am sure, lives in you. For this reason 

I remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within 

you through the laying on of my hands; for God did not 

give us a spirit of cowardice, but rather a spirit of power 
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and of love and of self-discipline.

Do not be ashamed, then, of the testimony about our 

Lord or of me his prisoner, but join with me in suffering 

for the gospel, relying on the power of God, who saved 

us and called us with a holy calling, not according to 

our works but according to his own purpose and grace. 

This grace was given to us in Christ Jesus before the 

ages began, but it has now been revealed through the 

appearing  of  our  Savior  Christ  Jesus,  who  abolished 

death and brought life and immortality to light through 

the gospel. For this gospel I was appointed a herald and 

an apostle and a teacher, and for this reason I suffer as I 

do. But I am not ashamed, for I know the one in whom I 

have put my trust, and I am sure that he is able to guard 

until that day what I have entrusted to him. Hold to the 

standard of sound teaching that you have heard from 

me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Guard 
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the good treasure entrusted to you, with the help of the 

Holy Spirit living in us.
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Psalm 37:1-10 Page 633, BCP

Noli aemulari

1 Do not fret yourself because of evildoers; 
do not be jealous of those who do wrong.

2 For they shall soon wither like the grass, 
and like the green grass fade away.

3 Put your trust in the LORD and do good; 
dwell in the land and feed on its riches.

4 Take delight in the LORD, 
and he shall give you your heart's desire.

5 Commit your way to the LORD and put your trust in him, 
and he will bring it to pass.

6 He will make your righteousness as clear as the light 
and your just dealing as the noonday.

7 Be still before the LORD 
and wait patiently for him.

8 Do not fret yourself over the one who prospers, 
the one who succeeds in evil schemes.

9 Refrain from anger, leave rage alone; 
do not fret yourself; it leads only to evil.

10 For evildoers shall be cut off, 
but those who wait upon the LORD shall possess the land.
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Luke 17:5-10

The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 

The Lord replied, “If you had faith the size of a mustard 

seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted 

and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.

“Who among you would say to your slave who has 

just come in from plowing or tending sheep in the field, 

‘Come here at once and take your place at the table’? 

Would you not rather say to him, ‘Prepare supper for 

me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and 

drink; later you may eat and drink’? Do you thank the 

slave for doing what was commanded? So you also, 

when you have done all that you were ordered to do, 

say, ‘We are worthless slaves; we have done only what 

we ought to have done!’”
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SERMON

Why is it that every last time I take the garbage out, 

I  have  to  mention  it  to  Kathy  so  that  she  will  say, 

“Thank you”? Of course I took the garbage out! Why 

do I feel so strongly that I need to be rewarded for tak-

ing out the garbage when the only alternative is to sleep 

on banana peels and bacon grease? But I do. In the un-

likely event I should accidentally put dishes from the 

dishwasher in the cabinet while she’s out, I’m likely to 

call her on the phone and tell her so that she can pet me 

a bit for that!

In my defense, I think we pretty much all do this – 

except Kathy, of course. She’s practically perfect in ev-

ery way, but for the rest of us, here’s the deal: if I put 

myself out,  I expect something in return. To get, you 

have to give. That’s what this country was founded on – 

the fair deal. I will flip burgers for you, not for the love 
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of burger flipping, or because hungry people need their 

burgers flipped, but because we have agreed that you 

will give me $7.25/hour. I need the seven and a quarter 

and I don’t care a fig for the hungry people. Never give 

them a thought, actually.

Of course, sometimes we do things without being 

paid. I will stop and help you fix your tire on the side of 

the road, but, really – I expect that you will thank me, 

and I’m likely to tell others that I did it so they can pet 

me for it, too. It’s a different kind of compensation, but 

the principle is the same. It is how we understand the 

world to work – to give, you have to get. It’s bred in our 

DNA. It’s a part of us. If I put myself out, I am entitled 

to something in return. That’s the deal.

Since we understand the deal so thoroughly that we 

never actually trot it out to examine it as we’re doing 

this  morning,  it  shouldn’t  surprise us to find that  the 
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deal colors our understanding of our relationship with 

God as  well.  I  told  you once  of  my  friend  who ex-

plained the deal to me in these terms: “All you have to 

know is  do your best,  God will  forgive the rest,  and 

that’s all you need to know to get into heaven.” Then he 

added, “And that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?” Well? Is 

it?

The deal  is  the commonest  understanding I  come 

across of what we’re doing here. “If I put myself out, go 

to church regularly and pretend to listen to the pompous 

old fat man in the black robe, I get to go to heaven, and 

that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it?”  

Church, that’s not a religion. That’s an investment 

strategy. That is a failure to trust God’s grace, and that 

is a very, very bad thing indeed. That is saying to God, 

“You have told me that your grace, your willingness to 

forgive my failures,  your blessing of compassion and 
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empathy for the suffering of others is a free gift, but just 

in case, I want you bound in contract,  too. I want to 

make a deal with you because I’m not at all sure I trust 

your promises.” The most commonly heard understand-

ing of what we’re doing here is actually the opposite of 

salvation by grace, through faith!

One  of  the  reference  books  you  bought  me  so  I 

wouldn’t say stupid stuff puts it this way:

Our inclination is to think that if we do what 
we are commanded, we deserve some reward. 
Particularly do we expect a reward since the 
standard required for a disciple is so high. Nev-
ertheless, God owes us nothing for living good,  
Christian lives. God’s favor and blessing are 
matters of grace – they cannot be earned. 
Therefore when we assume that we can deal 
with God on the basis of what God owes us, we  
have made a basic mistake. We have rejected 
grace as the basis of our relationship to God 
and based that relationship on our own worth 
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and merit.1

 We do not get to make deals with God. No matter 

how many times you tell God that if He will give you 

the winning lottery ticket you will help the poor, God 

does not make deals with us, either. So...what’s the deal, 

then?

Our passage from Luke today is  not  anyone’s fa-

vorite story because it casts God in the character of a 

slave driver and that just pours sand in our gearboxes. 

The message is  harrowing,  but  it  is  absolutely some-

thing we must hear if we are to understand our relation-

ship with God properly.

The passage actually begins five verses earlier. Je-

sus had moved from discussions with the Pharisees and 

others to a more intimate discussion with His Disciples 

— a sort of graduate seminar. In those five verses, Jesus 

1 Alan Culpepper, New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary on Luke (Abingdon Press, 1995), 323-324
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told His Disciples three hard things: 

1) If you are aware of a brother or sister’s sins 
you are to rebuke them. You are bound in a com-
munity, in other words, in which all are responsi-
ble for each other.

2) Everyone inevitably makes mistakes, includ-
ing you, but woe be unto the one who causes an-
other person to stumble, so be very careful about 
what you say because if you lead them astray, it’s 
on your head.

3) Since  everyone  inevitably  makes  mistakes, 
including you, you are required to forgive all who 
ask your forgiveness with repentance, even seven 
times a day if necessary.

These are HARD things! Jesus is telling His disci-

ples that they are each guardians of their brothers and 

sisters and must speak up when they see someone tak-

ing the wrong path. Then He tells them that everyone is 

bound  to  stumble,  but  when  you  do,  you  had  better 

make sure you don’t take someone else down with you. 
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Just think of the responsibility that Jesus is laying upon 

his Disciples! Is it any wonder that they would reply in 

horror, “Increase our faith!” He’s scared them witless, 

and you know —  I don’t blame them!

As they sat there, scared witless by the enormity of 

what Jesus had suggested and the utter craziness of for-

giving those who hurt you as often as they ask forgive-

ness  (for  that’s  what  the  number  “seven”  implies  — 

completeness) – Jesus began to spin a tale for them. It 

went like this:

Who among you would say to your slave who 
has just come in from plowing or tending sheep 
in the field, “Come here at once and take your 
place at the table”? Would you not rather say 
to him, “Prepare supper for me, put on your 
apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later  
you may eat and drink”? Do you thank the 
slave for doing what was commanded? 

Sand in the gearbox! Sugar in the gas tank! Every 
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21st Century  reader  gets  to this  part  and immediately 

goes off the 1st Century rails. When Jesus asked his 1st 

Century audience, “Who among you would say to your 

slave who has just  come in from plowing or  tending 

sheep in the field, ‘Come here at once and take your 

place at the table’?” his audience would answer,  “No 

one!” We would answer,  “Everyone!” That’s the deal 

for  21st Century  people,  but  it  wasn’t  for  1st Century 

people. First Century people expected the slave to look 

after the master first, and eat later. The idea of reward-

ing a slave for just doing his job would not occur to 

anyone in the 1st Century. That was most definitely not 

the deal.

Jesus then pretty much finished off our 21st Century 

gearboxes with this bit of sand, 

So you also, when you have done all that you 
were ordered to do, say, “We are worthless 
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slaves; we have done only what we ought to 
have done!”

 We  are  Americans.  We  are  not  slaves,  let  alone 

worthless ones! That’s not the deal in America. Well, 

hold  on to  your  seats  because  that  is  EXACTLY the 

deal for Christians. If you only take out the garbage so 

that someone will give you something for it, you may as 

well sleep on banana peels and bacon grease. The path 

Jesus walked, the path we are to walk, isn’t one of priv-

ilege. It isn’t the path of the deal. It is the path of a ser-

vant, one who puts the good of others before considera-

tions  of  his  or  her  own good,  even unto  death  on  a 

cross.  To  imagine  that  we  can  bind  God  to  a  deal 

whereby we do X number of good things and then God 

is obligated to bring us to Him for eternity because we 

are entitled to it by reason of our behavior is to reject 

grace as the basis of our relationship to God and to base 
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that relationship on our own worth and merit. Not to put 

too fine a point on it, you ain’t that good. 

So why do we constantly fall back on the deal if we 

really know better? Isn’t it because we fear, just as the 

disciples  did,  that  our  faith  is  inadequate  to  the  task 

placed  before  us?  Isn’t  it  because,  faced  with  the 

boundlessness of God, we become fearful and seek to 

bind Him, to make Him manageable? Pope Frances re-

cently said, in answer to an interviewer’s question about 

Saint Augustine:

[Saint] Augustine feels powerless in the face of 
the immensity of God and the tasks that a 
Christian and a bishop has to fulfill. In fact he 
was by no means powerless, but he felt that his 
soul was always less than he wanted and 
needed it to be. And then the grace dispensed 
by the Lord as a basic element of faith. Of life. 
Of the meaning of life. Someone who is not 
touched by grace may be a person without 
blemish and without fear, as they say, but he 
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will never be like a person who has touched 
grace. This is Augustine's insight.2

The path spoken of by Jesus is hard. It permits no 

deals,  no  compromises,  no  cutting  of  corners.  God’s 

promise isn’t a deal or a contract. It is the promise that 

one touched by grace will be radically changed, will no 

longer respond to the deal but will respond in love, or 

as  the pope put  it,  “Someone who is  not  touched by 

grace  may  be  a  person  without  blemish  and  without 

fear, as they say, but he will never be like a person who 

has  touched  grace.”  God’s  promise  is  founded  upon 

God’s grace, freely given by a God so immense that you 

cannot begin to contain Him in your limited mind, let 

alone bind Him in a deal. The question for you is this: 

“What drives you, church? The deal or the promise?”

AMEN

2 Pope Francis, in an interview with Eugenio Scalfari in la Repubblica.it
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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