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Moving the Mulberry Tree 

 

The Word of the Lord from Luke 17: “If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say 
to this mulberry tree, „Be uprooted and planted in the sea,‟ and it would obey you.” This is the Word of 

the Lord. 
 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

I. Stumbling-Stones and Millstones 

Jesus has the disciples‟ attention. They‟re alarmed, because they take His Word seriously—as 
they should, and He‟s telling them that there are consequences if they do things wrong. He says, 

“Temptations to sin are sure to come, but woe to the one through whom they come! It would be better 
for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he were cast into the sea than that he should cause 

one of these little ones to sin.” While our translation says “sin,” Jesus is literally warning against causing 

people to stumble in the faith. He warns the disciples against tripping up the little ones—perhaps new 
believers, causing them to stumble. If the disciples become a stumbling-stone to His people, there‟s woe 

to pay: a millstone around the neck while thrown into the ocean is better than being a stumbling-stone to 
others.  

 
Does Jesus have a specific scandal in mind? After all, there are all sorts of ways that the disciples 

can mess up. But Jesus is targeting a precise sin, and He says what it is in verse 3: “Pay attention to 

yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him, and if he sins against you 
seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, saying, „I repent,‟ you must forgive him.” That‟s 

the big cause of stumbling, the big sin he warns of: failure to forgive. 
 

“If your brother sins, rebuke him,” says Jesus. Here‟s a big temptation: being nice, by which I 

mean tolerating sin. “Live and let live,” as the saying goes. That‟s nice, but the Bible doesn‟t praise 
niceness—it extols kindness, and kindness doesn‟t leave someone without Christ. See, “being nice” and 

overlooking a sin means the sin is still there; and if the sin is still there and unforgiven, then the sinner 
still faces condemnation. The temptation to idolize niceness over kindness may be no greater than right 

now: in our age of tolerance, the world will quickly go after anyone who has enough love to call another 

to repentance, to rebuke another for sin. But leaving someone in sin isn‟t loving, and “taking the high 
road” is often an excuse to avoid doing the right thing. If someone‟s house is on fire, you don‟t take the 

high road by saying “It‟s no big deal—it would only worry them if they knew.” No, you get them away 
from danger. The one with unrepented sin is in eternal danger, and forgiveness delivers them. But to be 

ready for forgiveness, one must hear of sin: the Church must preach the Law along with the Gospel. 
When Jesus tells this to the disciples, look at what He says: “being nice” and overlooking sin earns you 

worse than having a millstone around your neck and being thrown into the sea.  

 
“Being nice” is only one way to cause others to stumble. Another failure to rebuke sin is to regard 

sins only as bad behaviors. This is how popular theology treats sin these days: it‟s called “moral 
therapeutic deism:” sinners come and say, “I need help because I‟m bad and do bad things;” and rather 

than say, “You need forgiveness,” pop-theology says, “We‟ll show you some ways to overcome that sin 

and become a better person.” That‟s not forgiving sins, but behavior modification. Psychology is a gift of 
God when used lawfully, but when the Church becomes the psychologist, it stops being the Church. Even 

if it creates people who behave better, if it doesn‟t absolve sins then it creates better-behaving 
unforgiven people. Those who think they are evangelizing by doing so earn a millstone around their neck. 

God doesn‟t settle for “better.” He demands “holy.” 
 



By the way, we parents are often tempted to treat Christianity this way. When our kids do 

something wrong, we discipline to change the bad behavior. We want our kids to be “good kids.” But if 
we don‟t also teach them that they‟ve sinned—and if we don‟t tell them they‟re forgiven for Jesus‟ sake, 

then we have unforgiven good kids, and unforgiven good kids make great Pharisees. If we parents don‟t 
teach our kids of their sin and Jesus‟ grace, then it‟s the worse-than-the-millstone for us…and them. 

 

Jesus goes on: “If [your brother] repents, forgive him.” Why wouldn‟t you forgive him? Because 
you‟re tempted to stay angry, to bear a grudge. It may just be the type of person that you are, that 

when somebody hurts you it sticks in your craw for a long time. It may be how badly the other person 
hurt you, how much it cost you, that makes you angry at the thought. Even if you‟re not looking for 

revenge or payback, you still may not want to deal with it. There‟s one other thought, too: if you forgive 
them, then your lingering anger must be your problem; and you certainly don‟t want to give them the 

satisfaction of forgiving them, because that‟s like letting them off scot-free!  

 
But Jesus says, “Forgive him.” Why? For one reason, because Christ has forgiven you. He‟s let  

you off scot-free for your sin at the cost of His own crucifixion. For another, because Christ has died for 
your brother, too, the one you‟ve got the grudge against. And if Christ has shed His blood to forgive him, 

and Christ uses you as His instrument to speak that forgiveness to him, then who are you to defy the 

Savior and cause your brother to stumble? Such thanklessness earns worse for you than a millstone, too. 
 

Jesus has more to say: “And if [your brother] sins against you seven times in the day, and turns 
to you seven times, saying, „I repent,‟ you must forgive him.” Why wouldn‟t you? Because you‟re not that 

patient. Because you operate more by “fool me twice—my fault” than “forgive seven times in a day.” 
Because by the time he‟s sinned against you a fourth time, you‟ve already left the room or the area code 

and sworn never to let him near you again. But Jesus says, “Forgive him.” Why? Because Christ forgives 

you—far more than seven times a day, and because Christ died for far more than seven sins a day for 
your brother, too. Either forgive him, or it‟s worse than the millstone for you. It‟s hell. You can‟t swim to 

the surface of the sea with a millstone around your neck, so you certainly can‟t make your way to heaven 
with this sin clinging to you, either. 

 

Remember, the text tells us that Jesus is speaking to His disciples. It‟s not the whole crowd of 
casual onlookers, but it probably includes the apostles and the 72 whom He sends to prepare His way. 

They are to represent Him. By speaking of Jesus, they will bring Jesus to their hearers. Forgiving sins is 
what they are to be about. If they refuse to forgive the sins of those who repent and keep their sins 

bound to them, how can they be disciples of the One who forgives the sins of all who repent? How can 

they represent the Savior? They can‟t. 
 

Likewise, if you bear the name of Christ, O Christians, and if you rejoice in His patience and 
mercy and forgiveness for you, how can you deny that grace to those who repent and ask you to forgive 

them? 
 

You can‟t. You can‟t and be a follower of Jesus. Get ready for the millstone. And worse. 

 
II. Increase Our Faith! 

That ought to terrify you, because you‟re not that good at forgiving others. The apostles were 
certainly shaken, and they cried out, “Increase our faith!” 

 

Here‟s where our translation lets us down badly. It has Jesus saying, “If you had faith like a grain 
of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, „Be uprooted and planted in the sea,‟ and it would 

obey you.” Except that Jesus doesn‟t say “If you had faith.” In the Greek He says, “If you have faith.” 
Given the context, what Jesus is saying is, “If you have faith—and you do have faith because you‟re My 
disciples, then you could say to this mulberry tree, „Be uprooted and planted in the sea,‟ and it would 
obey you.” 



 

Now, why would the mulberry tree move if they have faith? Not because they have some 
supernatural mulberry moving power, but because people who have faith in Jesus speak the Word of 

Jesus—and Jesus‟ Word is powerful stuff. If Jesus tells a mulberry tree to move to the sea, then it‟s going 
to. If the disciples speak Jesus‟ Word to a mulberry tree, it‟s going to do what Jesus wants it to do. 

 

But Jesus isn‟t really interested in tricks with shrubbery. He‟s going after a far greater miracle 
than that. Comparatively, it‟s far easier for you to move a mulberry tree by speaking than it is to remove 

sin. You can‟t even remove the rot from an apple with the best tools of science, so you certainly can‟t get 
rid of corruption from the sinful nature. But Jesus tells them that His Word forgives sins—it‟s part of the 

healing that He brings. Those who have faith speak Jesus‟ Word, and Jesus‟ Word accomplishes what He 
wants it to. So when Jesus says, “If you have faith,” He‟s telling them that they‟ve already got all that 

they need to do what He sends them to do. He‟s sending them to forgive sins by speaking His Word.  

 
That is their calling, their duty, and He‟s readied them for it. To say “increase our faith” could be 

an honest confession of weakness or a request of anxiety and doubt doubt, saying that Jesus hasn‟t done 
enough to prepare them. It‟s a bit like a servant who doesn‟t quite know his place. Telling the disciples to 

forgive sins isn‟t some huge additional responsibility: it‟s what Jesus sends them to do. When they have 

done it, they have only done their duty. 
 

First and foremost, this is a text that Jesus directs to preachers, telling them that He sends them 
to speak His Word and forgive sins—and warning them that if they fail to do so, judgment awaits. This is 

also a message for the Church to take to heart wherever she is found. It is the God-given task of the 
Church to rebuke sin and forgive repentant sinners. If the Church fails to do this, it becomes a gateway 

to hell on earth. 

 
And as for you as individuals, what we said before still holds true: it‟s hard to forgive. Within your 

various callings, you‟ll have plenty of opportunities to rebuke sinners—but to do so by speaking the truth 
in love, out of compassion for their souls; and there will be plenty of times when you fail to do so, when 

you remain silent and leave someone ignorant of their peril. (The devil loves silent Christians!) There will 

be people that you don‟t want to forgive, that you‟d rather be angry at, or that have hurt you so badly 
that you simply can‟t forgive them. And there will be the annoying people that never seem to learn, that 

you get tired of forgiving.  
 

Those are pretty common sins, so much so that they‟re easily overlooked because everybody‟s 

guilty. But Jesus didn‟t die on the cross to make bearing grudges okay. He certainly doesn‟t forgive your 
sins so that you can withhold forgiveness from others and leave them condemned. That‟s why these are 

such serious sins. To withhold forgiveness from others is to say that sinners don‟t deserve grace, and 
thus to invite God‟s eternal judgment. 

 
Once you are convicted of that truth—that you must forgive others, the devil pulls a fast one on 

you. He convinces you that you can‟t be forgiven until you forgive others, that God has no grace for you 

until you have no grudges against others. This is a hellish doctrine especially for those who have been 
terribly hurt: imagine the despair of an abuse victim is she believes that she can‟t be forgiven until she 

fully forgives her abuser. No, this false teaching leaves you doubting God‟s help exactly when you most 
need to hear it. If you fall for it, it leaves you begging for an increase of faith even while rejecting the 

grace that gives it. 

 
The truth is this: you don‟t have to forgive others before Jesus will forgive you. If you did, you‟d 

be saved by works, not by grace.  
 

The truth is that Christ has died for all of your sins, even your sins of failing to forgive others.   
 



So where you bear a grudge or don‟t want to forgive, you confess that for the sin that it is. You 

confess that it‟s a sin too big for you to overcome, which is a very Christian confession and a blessed 
acknowledgment. It is a godly prayer that says, “I cannot do it—increase my faith in Christ who can.” 

Confessing that sin, you receive absolution. God says to you, “I don‟t bear a grudge against you. I‟m not 
angry at you for all that you‟ve done to offend Me, because I got angry at Jesus instead of you at the 

cross. Jesus stepped in and took My wrath for your sin, so I have no wrath left for you.” That‟s a far 

greater miracle than moving mulberry trees. 
 

That‟s where forgiving others begins for you. As Christ has spoken forgiveness to you through 
the mouth of another, now you can speak Christ to those who sin against you. It‟s Christ‟s forgiveness, 

not yours. By faith, you can even testify of Christ to those who sin against you by saying, “I still need 
time to calm down, but Christ does not hold this sin against you anymore.” And where you still grow 

angry repeatedly at those who have hurt you, you keep confessing that sin. You remain a forgiven child 

of God, your sin covered by the blood of Christ. You pray for your enemies. Honestly, depending on the 
depth of the pain, you may struggle with that anger for the rest of your life. But not forever! For Jesus‟ 

sake, it doesn‟t separate you from God anymore. No millstone for you! Only life everlasting—because you 
are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen  

 


