“The Good News of Our Unworthiness”  Luke 17:5-10
Upon the cross of Jesus
Mine eyes at times can see
The very dying form of One
Who suffered there for me.
And from my stricken heart with tears
Two wonders I confess:
The wonders of redeeming love
And my unworthiness.
     Those words come from a pretty well-known hymn of the church called Beneath the Cross of Jesus.  We may have heard these words many times.  We may have sung them often through the years.  But have you ever stopped to wonder.
     What is so wonderful about being unworthy?  That is how Jesus describes us here in Luke’s gospel.  We are the servants and Jesus is the Master.  And like all servants, we are to do just what our Master tells us to do.
     And when we do this, we can only fall on our knees and proclaim that we are not worthy.  We are “unworthy servants”, says one translation.  Another common translation refers to us as “worthless slaves”.  
     Ouch!  This stings a little bit, doesn’t it?  Especially since it comes from the mouth of Jesus himself.  
     Is that what he expects from us?  Is that how he sees us?  Is that how we are to think of ourselves?  As useless, unimportant  peons bowing and scraping before the Lord?  As unworthy?  As worthless?
     Before we feel too insulted, however, it is helpful to recognize that being unworthy does not mean that we are unloved.  We are not worthy.  But that does not mean that we are worthless.  Jesus is not saying that we are useless or no good to him.  
     We are not worthy.  We are only servants of our Lord Jesus.  
     And servants do not expect to receive any special gifts for their service.  They do not win bonus points for doing what they are supposed to do.  Servants are not entitled to any reward from their master.
     Servants do what they do because it is their duty.  They do not see their service as a way of winning their master’s approval.  Servants cannot demand special privileges or special treatment because of a job well done.  
     We are servants of God.  We are not worthy.  
     And what I think that Jesus means is that God is never in our debt.  God does not owe us any favors for our good service.  
     God does not love us for anything that we have done.  God is not good to us because we have done something to deserve his goodness.  God does not invite us to his table because we have proved ourselves worthy.  
     It’s a hard word for us to hear because our society encourages us to go after the pat on the back or the bonus in the paycheck.  All of us want to be recognized and appreciated for the good work that we do.  Everyone likes to be applauded for going above and beyond the call of duty.
     When I was growing up in the ‘80s, I recall a series of television commercials that aired frequently.  They were for the financial investment firm called Smith-Barney and they starred the late actor John Houseman.  
     In different settings, in different situations, Houseman would be dressed in a sharp suit and a bowtie.  And every time, he would end the ad with the same catchphrase.  “At Smith-Barney,” he would say, “they make money the old-fashioned way.  They earn it!”
     The financial analysts at Smith-Barney may earn their money.  But none of us is able to earn the love of God.  
     God’s love comes to us as sheer grace.  God loves us just because God wants to love us.  God loves us just because that is God’s nature and God can do nothing other than love us.  
     God values us and treasures us and cherishes us not because we have served him well, but simply because we are his creation.  We do not deserve any of this.  We are not worthy.  
     But we are blessed and we are loved.  
     It is not about how worthy we are.  And it is not about how much faith we have.  
     The apostles were under the impression that they needed to be more worthy.  They believed that they needed to have more faith.
     They felt inadequate.  And no wonder.  Jesus had just described to them what following him would demand from them.  And it was tough stuff.
     They were to forgive each other again and again and again up to seven times a day.  They were to turn the other cheek if they were attacked.  They were to give generously to anyone who asked of them.  And they were to be such shining examples that they would never cause any of the little ones to stumble.
      In fact, doing all of this might be even harder than moving a mountain or uprooting a mulberry tree and planting it in the sea.  Anyone faced with all of these expectations would cry out for more resources.  No wonder that they wanted a bigger faith.
     But Jesus says that his disciples do not need a bigger faith.  Even a small faith is enough.  Even the tiniest bit of faith is plenty.  Even faith the size of an itty bitty mustard seed is enough to change them and to change the world around them.  
     The mustard seed that Jesus was talking about is so small that it is almost invisible to the naked eye.  It is like a grain of dust or a speck of powder.  
     And plucking up a mulberry tree was an extremely challenging task because its roots were so tangled and so strong.  In fact, there was an old saying that it would take 600 years to dig up a single mulberry tree.  
     Pulling up one of those trees was a symbol of doing something that was impossible or, at the very least, something that was extremely difficult.  With just the smallest amount of faith, says Jesus, we can do what seems impossible.  
     There is a story about a young boy who was walking down the road with his father.  And they came across a huge tree branch that lay across the road and blocked their path.  
     “Dad,” the little boy said, “if I were to use all my strength, do you think that I could move that tree branch?”  
     “Yes, son,” his father replied, “if you use all your strength, I am sure that you can move that tree branch.”
     So the little boy strained.  He pulled.  He tugged.  He pushed with all his might.  Sweat popped out on his forehead,  His face turned red.  
     But the tree limb would not budge.  Finally, discouraged by his failure, the boy sat down next to the branch.  “I guess you were wrong, Dad,” he said.  
     “No,” his father told him, “you just didn’t use all your strength.”
     The little boy was confused.  “What do you mean, Dad?” he said, “I tried with all my might.”
     “You didn’t use all your strength,” said his father, “because you didn’t ask me to help you move that tree branch.”
     And then, he and his son reached down and moved the tree limb out of the way so that they could continue walking down the road.

     That is what faith is.  Faith is trusting in God’s strength rather than our own.  Faith is being open to God’s power rather than depending upon our own power.  Faith is not about having confidence in ourselves that we can get the job done.  Faith is understanding that we are not worthy and then seeking help outside ourselves because we know that we can’t do it on our own.  
     The apostles did not need greater faith or greater strength because their greatest strength would be their ability and their willingness to turn to the One who can do all things.  They did not need more resources.  They did not need more power.  They only needed the power of Jesus.  They did not need to be more worthy.  They needed only to seek help from the One who is worthy of all glory and honor.
     What matters is not how big our faith is.  What matters is how great our God is.  
     This morning, we are invited to the Lord’s table.  We are invited not because we are deserving of honor, not because we have done great things in his service, but only because Jesus has invited us to come.  We are not worthy, but God still welcomes us here.
     We come to the table not because we have done great things, but so that we may receive the strength we need to do great things in the name of our Lord.  Here at this table, we remember the cross of Jesus.  Here at this table, as the old hymn says, we recognize both the wonders of God’s redeeming love and our unworthiness.
     So come to the table this morning no matter what the size of your faith may be.  Come even though your faith may be as tiny as a mustard seed. 
     We do not need to be good enough or holy enough.  Because God cherishes us and values us no matter what.  Even though we are not worthy, the truth is that God loves us enough to give his only Son for us.
     Here at this table, we receive something far greater than appreciation for good service rendered.  We receive something far greater than recognition for our good deeds.  
     Here at this table, we receive something truly wondrous.  We receive far more than we could ever deserve.  
     Here we receive a love that is freely given.  Here we receive a strength and power that is freely offered.  Here we receive grace.  Grace that may throw us down on our knees.  Not because we are worthless slaves.  But because we are so loved.  And that is good news indeed.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
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