
 

 

H A B A K K U K  1 : 1 - 4 ,  2 : 1 - 4  

 The oracle that the prophet Habakkuk saw. O LORD, how long shall I cry for help, and you will not listen? Or 
cry to you “Violence!” and you will not save? Why do you make me see wrong-doing and look at trouble? Destruction 
and violence are before me; strife and contention arise. So the law becomes slack and justice never prevails. The 
wicked surround the righteous— therefore judgment comes forth perverted.  
 I will stand at my watchpost, and station myself on the rampart; I will keep watch to see what he will say to 
me, and what he will answer concerning my complaint. Then the LORD answered me and said: Write the vision; make 
it plain on tablets, so that a runner may read it. For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of the end, 
and does not lie. If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will not delay. Look at the proud! Their spirit is 
not right in them, but the righteous live by their faith. 

L U K E  1 7 : 5 - 1 0  

 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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Grace and peace to you from God, the Creator, and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 
 In our first reading today, Habakkuk, a Hebrew prophet writing around 600 B.C., 
shares his conversation with God, which always have at their foundations the prophet’s own 
question, Why is a just God “silent when the wicked swallow those more righteous than they?”  
The Answer? God is still sovereign, and in God’s own way and at the proper time will deal with the 
wicked, “but the righteous shall live by their faith.” 
 Does the last phrase sound familiar? Well, it should to Lutheran ears, as it is the tiny 
seed of Luther’s revelation that Christian life and the gracious salvation of God was marked by 
faith, not works.  This aha! moment led to the Reformation (but more on that in just a few weeks!) 
 Isn’t it strange how Habakkuk’s writings can speak directly to our experience 2,600 years 
later? We, too, probably feel ill-equipped for the call to follow Jesus, just as the disciples did on the 
review of their job description which precedes today’s Gospel reading (find it in verses 1-4.) 
  #1.  Don’t cause others to stumble. 
  #2.  Rebuke other disciples who fall into sin, and    
  #3.  Forgive those who repent (even as many as 7 times a day!) 
Jesus describes a relationship within the faith community that won’t be easy, and the Twelve cry 
out in desperation: we need help! we’ll need more faith to do that work! And as often happens 
with requests to Jesus, “increase our faith” Illustrates that we have no idea what we are asking 
for… (Note: this particular request comes from the apostles (12 men chosen by Jesus, who have 
become the inner circle around him, and his closest companions.) These mean have seen what 
power Jesus has shown; they’ve even been given some of that to experience for themselves! But 



 

 

when they ask him to give them more faith; Jesus responds, If you had faith the size of a tiny seed, 
(obviously, they do) you could uproot a tree, and have it plant itself in sea. Apparently they do not 
need to have their faith increased. What they do need is to learn to surrender to the power of the 
faith that is already in them. The “Standard Issue” equipment, when they obeyed Jesus’ call to 
follow him. 
 So what does increased faith look like? (Probably not what we think!) Jesus elaborates 
with a reflective story (a parable) on obedience and humility. It appears he might want to rein in 
their desire for more power, more glory. But Jesus knows what they are asking for, and also knows 
that that kind of glory fades…and only asks for more and more. So it helps to remember that Jesus 
came, not to be served, but to serve, to give his life, a ransom for many. (Unfortunately, this answer 
will be too big for them to grasp.) I imagine him at the fire that evening saying something like, 
"Guys… Are you going to thank a slave or servant for doing exactly what they are supposed to do?”  
Really? Just follow their example and use the faith that is already in you. Live your calling! (Can’t 
you just hear Obi Wan’s voice saying, “Luke, use the Force!”) 
 Jesus wants them to exchange the roles they’ve envisioned for themselves (the masters,) 
for the roles to which they have been called (slaves/servants/disciples.) "So you also, when you 
have done all that you were ordered to do, will recognize that, 'we are worthless slaves; we have done 
only what we ought to have done.'"  
 Years ago, I read a little book called Freedom of Obedience by Elisabeth Elliot.  
I still remember the premise – that only by surrendering to your need for something greater than 
yourself will you ever experience freedom from the cares and stresses that come on us as we try to 
use power that we haven’t been given. As followers - disciples of Jesus - we are bound by humility. 
Pastor Chris Henry writes: 
  “We don’t get to make up the rules, chart the course, or control others. 
  We don't have the luxury of hating those who hate us.  
  We don't get to judge those whose actions exasperate us.  
  We are not permitted to selfishly withhold from those in need. 
  We are not even allowed to let anxious worry overcome us.  
  We are called, commanded, and compelled in very concrete ways.”  
No power, no glory? No earning promotions to rise to the top? How unfair! And why would anyone 
choose that? Good question! Yet our place remains – we are faithful children of God who are called 
to serve, and strengthened through our Baptism with the gift of faith that is enough. 
 As your pastor, I stand here as a witness; for I am one who is fortunate enough to live in the 
promise of the freedom and joy of knowing how it feels, to be exactly where God wants you to be, 
doing exactly what God calls you to do.  
 Trusting in God as your Sovereign and Lord is to surrender from yourself. But how do 
we surrender the power we think we have, in exchange for only the promise of freedom and joy 
through willing sacrifice? Those who follow Jesus are called to that struggle and the relationship of 
prayer that connects us to God.  Luther called it being simul justus et peccator - at the same time 
both saint and sinner. Problem is we’ve become very comfortable at being “saints,” not so much 
with the label “sinner.”  
 Pastor Peter Marty wrote a devotion about a 19century rabbi’s advice to always keep two 
notes in two separate side pockets: the first should read, “You are precious in my sight. Love, God.” 
The second should read, “I am dust and ashes.” He concludes the story, “We are so unexpectedly 
wise and so hopelessly foolish. We live all-put-together lives and still leave footprints of hypocrisy 



 

 

every place we walk. We are rich and powerful beyond measure, yet empty and weak just the 
same.”   
 Our call is to remember just who we are, and that we have done only what we ought to 
have done. “Increase our faith!” cried Jesus’ inner circle – and all the while Jesus was standing 
right there. Lord, be with us, too, for we cannot do this work alone.  Amen.  
 
 

  
Resources:  Rev. Christopher Henry for Day1; Rev. Peter Marty, 2010 devotion in The Lutheran magazine. 
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