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Basic Christian Duties

Luke 17:1-10

Key Verse: 17:10

“So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, 'We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.'”

As we live in this world we have all kinds of basic duties. As a student we have basic duties to attend class, do homework and master the material. As a parent we have basic duties to protect, provide for and educate our children. As an employee we have basic duties to do for our employer. In just about everything we do, we have basic duties. But what about as a Christian? Do we have basic duties as a believer in Jesus? And what are those duties? In today’s passage we’ll learn some basic duties we need to perform living as a Christian within a body of believers. 

Take a look at verses 1-2. “Jesus said to his disciples: "Things that cause people to sin are bound to come, but woe to that person through whom they come. 2It would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied around his neck than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin.” Jesus is talking with his disciples and he says that things that cause us to sin are bound to come. He’s talking about temptation. Temptations will come. We can’t escape them. Is being tempted a sin? Absolutely not. Jesus was tempted and yet he didn’t sin. But we are not like Jesus, we’re not perfect. And when temptations come, they will come like a roaring lion. The Bible describes the process like this “If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.” (Ge 4:7) These things (temptations) are not passive. They may be subtle, but they are not passive, they’re aggressive. They’re powerful, very powerful. There are TV shows that describe what it’s like being caught in the grip of temptation. Shows like Intervention, Hoarders, Cheaters, and the biggest loser. These shows reveal the intensive battle of temptation. These types of temptations lead to sins of commission; where the target falls prey to the temptation, gives in and commits the sin. But there’s another type of temptation which cause their targets to commit sins of omission. This is when someone fails to do what is right. We tend to only look at the sins we commit and not at those we omit. One example is when Adam failed to step up when Eve was tempted. Eve is guilty for committing her sin, but Adam is not innocent either, for he remained quiet and did not do what was right. Or when the Bible tells us to love our neighbor and our response is, “Well I don’t hate them,” yeah but you are not loving them either. When we see someone sin and we don’t rebuke, that is a sin of omission as well. 

Since things that cause others to sin are bound to come, some people become fatalistic about it and resign themselves to the tragedy, saying, “Oh well, that’s the way it is. So why fight it.” However, according to Jesus, how we respond to temptation is a matter of personal decision. Those who yield to temptation and fall into sin are responsible for their decision. But Jesus’ main warning here is to those who cause others to sin. Jesus says, “…woe to that person through whom they come.” It would be better for them if they died a horrible death of drowning then to lead others to sin. This sounds harsh and it is because if we cause others to sin, that can lead to eternal punishment. Think of it this way, if you had a child and someone was leading them away from you, how would you feel? I don’t know about you but I would be pretty mad and want to put a smack down on the person who leads my kids astray. Now think about it with God as the parent. How would you like to be the person that causes God’s children to turn away from Him? How would you like to be on the receiving end of that wrath? Ultimately, when we lead others to sin, we become like the devil who has been leading God’s children astray from the beginning until now. 

How can we cause another to sin? There are probably so many ways that I couldn’t write all of them down here. But we can summarize them in two ways, direct and indirect. Direct ways are when we invite others to sin with us. This is usually occurs through peer pressure and we do something that we know we shouldn’t. And then there are indirect ways. For example the way a person dresses may cause another to sin. By dressing provocatively you may cause another to lust after you. Or by dressing in such a way that you flaunt all the latest style in fashion you may cause another to covet what you have. We like to say, “It’s my life, or my body, I can do what I want. I’m not hurting anyone.” But indirectly we may be causing others to sin.

As a safe guard Jesus says, “So watch yourselves.” Jesus said this to his disciples because he wants his disciples to examine their lives objectively on the basis of God’s word. He wants us to evaluate our attitudes and actions. Not only must we be right with God, we must also be right with God’s children, especially little ones. If we cause even one person to stumble, it is a tragedy in God’s sight that warrants severe punishment. What a contrast, when a sinner repents there is great rejoicing but on the other hand when we cause others to sin there is great punishment. 
While “watching yourselves” may be good for some of us, I would say that it’s very difficult for most of us. Most of the time when we do watch ourselves, we watch ourselves sin only having to repent later. What I find interesting about verse 3a is that it is concludes the thought of the first paragraph and at the same time starts a new idea. Jesus concludes with the idea of “watch yourselves” personally and individually and then opens up with a new idea to “watch yourselves” as a group. 

Let me ask you a question. What is the ultimate goal of a Christian? The ultimate goal of a Christian is their salvation. And after that we are to go into all the world and make disciples of Jesus teaching them to obey everything God commanded. (Mt 28:19) So when Jesus says, “So watch yourselves,” to his disciples, he also meant to watch each other, not just themselves. In a sense they were a team, called “The Twelve,” and they should help each other enter into the Kingdom of God. They shouldn’t leave anyone behind. This is one way in which they could practically love one another by looking out for each other. 

And how were they to do this? Let’s read verses 3-4. “So watch yourselves.”If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him. 4If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, 'I repent,' forgive him.” As we all know, sometimes we have the hardest time seeing our own sins, but if we just ask a brother or sister in Christ, I bet they can give us a long list without even trying. When those temptations come along, and we already know they will, sometimes we will fall prey to them. When this happens, we shouldn’t act all surprised because Jesus says that it’s bound to happen. 

And the good thing is, is that He’s already given us the instruction manual on what we should do when this occurs. Verse 3b says, “If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.” When someone sins rebuke them. It’s as simple as that. When we see sin in a brother or sister we are to confront them and rebuke them. Now what’s a rebuke? Somewhere along the line the word rebuke got a negative connotation. Probably by someone who got rebuked. Just as the word “love” has lost its meaning, the word rebuke lost its original intent. Some people think that it means to sit down and have a face to face confrontation. Where they proceed to pour out the wrath of God upon them. Now sometimes this may be needed, depending on the circumstances, but let’s not forget the purpose of the rebuke. The purpose of a rebuke is to lead them toward repentance. 2 Tim 4:2 says to “rebuke and encourage-with great patience and careful instruction.” 

So when someone sins and you see it, rebuke them, don’t go and say to someone else, “Hey do you know what so and so just did,” that would be called gossip and is also a sin. When someone sins we have to confront them. But usually we don’t do this, why? Because no one likes confrontation. It gets messy or maybe we are afraid to. So we let it go. We think, “The Lord knows and He’ll deal with them.” While this is true, it’s not Biblical. We are to watch each other. Not like a Nazi SS team looking to put someone to death, but to do it out of love for one another. This is how God views a rebuke, Rev 3:19 says, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent.” Even when Jesus rebuked the Pharisees, he loved them and wanted to help them repent so that they would enter heaven. And when someone repents, what shall we do? Forgive him. I think verse 3 pertains to someone’s walk with God and verse 4 deals with our relationships with one another. Let’s read verse 4 again. “If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, 'I repent,' forgive him.” How do you feel when someone sins against you? You want to get even don’t you? An eye for an eye. But Jesus says forgive them. Forgive them, how many times? Seven times in a day. For the same offense? After the forth time do you think they are sincere? But it says to forgive them, “if” they repent. How do you know they have repented? Shall we wait for evidence of repentance? No. If they say, “I repent,” we forgive them. But we don’t know if they are sincere. Still we have to forgive them. That’s why the disciples said, “Increase our faith.” This is almost an impossible task. That’s why they said, “Increase our faith,” with an exclamation point. It’s not easy. But Jesus responds with verse 6, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mulberry tree, 'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it will obey you.” Basically Jesus means, if you have any faith at all, you can do it. A mulberry tree had a tremendous root system so it would not be easy to uproot it – and not to mention how can a tree be planted in the water? There’s no place for the roots to grab hold of. So what Jesus is saying is what’s impossible with man, is possible with God all we need is just a seed of faith. 

What does he mean by that? If we try to depend upon our own human strength to forgive others, it’s only a matter of time before we run of out strength to do it. We can only forgive so much and after that our forgiveness tank is empty. So in order to do what Jesus is asking us here to do, we need Jesus. In order to forgive others, we need to remember how Jesus forgave us. Isaiah 53 4-6 tells us this. “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. 5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” Transgressions are when we know the difference between right and wrong, we know the commands of God and we just don’t care. We do what we want anyway. While iniquities are when we try to do something good and it turns out bad. What Isaiah is trying to tell us here is that all of us, you and I, we have all gone astray. And God has taken all our sorrows and grief, our willful disobedience and our unknowing ignorance and laid the punishment that was due for us upon Jesus. And when the full weight of all our transgressions and iniquities are laid upon Jesus, it crushed him on the cross. And through that event, Jesus pays the full price of our disobedience and sets us free giving us peace with God. And after Jesus has been mocked, humiliated and broken on the cross for something he didn’t do, how does he respond, “Father, forgive them for they do not know what they are doing.” So the next time a situation comes us when we feel that we can’t forgive one of our Christian family members, we have to remember how Jesus forgave us because it was our sin that put Jesus on the cross and it was our sin that he forgave and Jesus is pleading with us to forgive them. It can’t be willpower that makes us forgive. It has to be an understanding that we’re broken, that we have sinned, that we have harmed, that we have belittled and we have mocked the God of the universe. And in so doing, wrath was heaped out on Christ.

So far all of this has been talking about rebuking others but what happens if you are on the receiving end of the rebuke, how should you react? Ecc 7:5 says, “It is better to heed a wise man's rebuke than to listen to the song of fools.” If we are to be a family, a team, and we are all striving for the same goal, that is to enter the kingdom of God, why would we not want to have someone speak into our lives in this way? The problem is that most of our relationships are too shallow and they would not withstand a rebuke. People would become offended and the relationship would end. In order for this to work there has to be an environment of love, of trust and of humility. Without those ingredients it will not work. People like to say that fellowship is not important but it is very important because it is through fellowship that we build love and trust between each other. And so as a small group of believers, can I ask that all of us take part in a covenant relationship for the sake of entering the Kingdom of God? Can we be mature enough, adult enough to enter into a relationship where we can talk about things freely without the fear of breaking the relationship? Where we consider a rebuke, not as a “I’m better than you, you better listen to me,” type of conversation but as a display of deep love for one another where we are genuinely concerned for each other? And it’s not about looking good in front of others but walking right with God. 

Now this may sound good on paper, but in practice it looks impossible. I will tell you a story about the pilgrims. The early American forefather’s hearts were so pure and they really wanted to love God and enter the kingdom of God together as a group. They understood the concept of community and deep love for one another. But they also knew that they themselves were weak and wouldn’t watch themselves very well. So do you know what they did? In order to pay attention during church they ALL got together and agreed to hire someone to watch them. So they paid, out of their own money, a guy to walk around the room during worship service to keep an eye on them. And they made for this guy a long stick and on one end was a large feather and on the other end a large brass ball. And do you know what he would do with it? He would walk around looking at them and when he saw a woman begin to doze off, or day dream he would tickle her with the feather to wake her up. And if he saw a man doing the same thing he would rap him on the head with that brass ball. And everyone in the whole place would know what was going on because they could hear the sound when the ball hit their head. But this sounds so weird to us now that they would do it. But this was their way of looking out for each other. And they lived with the concept of iron sharpens iron. 

And Jesus wraps this whole thing up with a parable in verses 7-10. “"Suppose one of you had a servant plowing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the servant when he comes in from the field, 'Come along now and sit down to eat'? 8Would he not rather say, 'Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink'? 9Would he thank the servant because he did what he was told to do? 10So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, 'We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.” What he is saying here is that all of these things that he mentioned, keeping our selves from sin, watching that we are not a bad influence to those around us, rebuking and being rebuked, forgiving others and living by faith are all a part of our basic duties as a Christian. And we should not be praised for it or surprised by it. We should be humbled by it. All the grace that we have received from God is not our right, it is a privilege. All these are our basic Christian duties, it’s what God expects. They are what we need to enter into paradise.
