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Please open your Bible at Luke 17:5 where we are told that, The apostles said to the Lord, 
“Increase our faith!” 
 
Last week in Matthew’s gospel we looked at five occasions where Jesus referred to ‘little faith.’  
Our Lord used ‘Little Faith’ almost as if it was a person’s middle name. Five times, Jesus said to  
His disciples, O you of little faith. From these five stories, we saw five reasons for us to grow in faith: 
‘Little Faith’ is ineffective against anxiety; ‘Little Faith’ underestimates the ability of Jesus; ‘Little 
Faith’ is easily distracted; ‘Little Faith’ forgets what Jesus has done; and ‘Little Faith gives up too 
soon. 
 
We should never despise little faith. Any faith, however small, is a gift from God and we should 
be thankful for it. And Jesus makes it very clear that even little faith can accomplish very great 
things. But no believer should ever be content with little faith. Then we saw from the ‘little faith’ 
stories, five strategies for growing in faith. We saw that faith grows as we seek God’s kingdom; 
faith grows as we get to know Jesus; faith grows as we worship; faith grows as we are nourished 
by the Word; and faith grows as we persevere. 
 
Someone might reasonably ask, are you saying that if I learn to worship, and if I immerse myself 
in the Word of God and if I persevere in serving the Lord, and walk with Jesus that I will be less 
anxious?  Yes! Absolutely! You will not overcome anxiety completely. We live this life in the 
weakness of the flesh and that means that we will always battle against fears and temptations, but 
the more you grow in faith, the more you will prevail over anxiety. Grow in faith and you will 
increasingly overcome stubborn sins and break through against dark strongholds. Grow in faith 
and you will be more focused. Less distracted. Grow in faith and you will learn to persevere. 
 
Today we come to Luke 17 where the disciples ask Jesus to increase their faith. And here then,  
because the disciples asked for this, we want to add a sixth strategy for growing in faith. 
 
Faith Grows as We Ask of Jesus  
The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” (Luke 17:5)  
Ask of God that your faith will grow. Notice that it was ‘the apostles’ who asked this of Jesus. These  
men had left everything to follow Jesus. They were in what we would call ‘vocational ministry.’ They  
had been sent out on cross cultural missions. They had preached the gospel, healed the sick and cast out  
demons. And yet here they are asking Jesus to increase their faith. If the apostles asked Jesus to increase  
their faith how much more should we ask Jesus to increase ours. 
 
What was it that caused the disciples to make this request of Jesus? What convinced them that they  
needed to grow in faith? What was it that moved them to make this prayer and this request of Jesus. 
That’s an important question because we want to be brought to the same place where we are moved to 
plead with the Lord Jesus Christ that He will increase our faith. We’re going to look at the context of the  
disciples’ request: What led them to ask Jesus to increase their faith? We’re going to learn four things  
from this story today.  
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Ask the Lord to increase your faith… 

1. Because you will be tempted  
And he said to his disciples, “Temptations to sin are sure to come, but woe to the one 
through whom they come!” (Luke 17:1) 

 
The word translated ‘temptations’ here is skandala, from which we get the word ‘scandal.’ Literally  
translated, what the Lord Jesus says here is, ‘Scandals are sure to come.’ A scandal is an offense that  
causes people to stumble and Jesus warns His disciples that these are an inevitable and unavoidable  
part of life in this fallen world.  
 
It may be that some scandal has been a hindrance either to your coming to faith or to your growing in 
faith. Someone professed to be a believer. Perhaps they held a position as a Christian leader, but what  
they did has kept you from pursuing the path of faith. This is exactly what Jesus is talking about here.  
Scandals are sure to come, they are part of life in this fallen world. Christians will always be grieved  
when scandals arise, but we should not be surprised. Jesus says they are sure to come and throughout  
the history of the church that has proved to be the case. Does that mean that we should just shrug our  
shoulders and say, “Well, dreadful things happen. That’s just how it is.” Absolutely not.  
 
Look at what Jesus 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, (v2). The natural meaning of “little ones” would  
be children. And it is certainly true that those who abuse children or traffic children face a fearsome  
judgment and condemnation. But Jesus spoke of those who believe as being “little ones” (Mark 10:24,  
Luke 10:21). And it seems most likely that Jesus is referring to the sin of causing someone to stumble  
in his or her faith.  
 
Matthew Henry identifies three kinds of people who fall under this terrible condemnation:  

1. Persecutors, who offer any injury to the least of Christ’s little ones;  
2. Seducers who corrupt the truths of Christ… and so trouble the minds of the disciples;   
3. Those who, under the profession of a Christian name, live scandalously, and thereby  
weaken the bands and sadden the hearts of God’s people.1 

 
He’s making this point that a person who professes to be a believer and yet lives scandalously will  
always have two effects on the people of God. First to bring division, and second to bring great sorrow. 
and great sadness and great grief.  
 
Scandals are sure to come. But Jesus says, “Woe to those through whom they come.” Jesus is clearly  
giving a warning here, and it is important for us to see in this Scripture to whom this warning is given.  
It’s given to the disciples. In other words, its given to us. Jesus says, ‘Pay attention to yourselves!’  
In other words, don’t think that I’m speaking here simply about other people. I am giving this warning  
to you! You are my disciples. You bear My name! And with your calling comes great responsibility.  
And when the disciples heard this, they said to the Lord, Increase our faith! Lord, we need you to guard 
us against the temptations we face. Give us strength to stand against them. Increase our faith so that  
we will not be the ones who cause others to stumble.  

 
1 Matthew Henry’s Commentary on Like 17 
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Here is something that every Christian leader needs to hear. Here is something every believer needs to  
hear and take to heart. We all bear the name of Christ. God cares about His children. So, pay attention  
to yourself! Be very careful that you do not lead one of God’s little ones into sin. Ask the Lord to  
increase your faith because you will be tempted. 
 
Ask the Lord to increase your faith… 

2. Because you are called to a holy life.  
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,” (Luke 17:3-4) 

Jesus charges his disciples with a double responsibility. The courage to rebuke and the 
compassion to forgive. First, the courage to rebuke.  If your brother sins, rebuke him, (v3)  
Does this mean that there is an obligation on you to confront every sin you see in every other 
believer? Absolutely not. There are other Scriptures to consider before you go charging off to 
rebuke your brother for some sin in his life.  

…love covers a multitude of sins (1 Peter 4:8) 
If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. (Romans 12:18)  
Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you pronounce you will be 
judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you. Why do you see the 
speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? 
(Matthew 7:1-3). 

 
But when all of that has been said, there will be times when love requires you to confront a 
brother or sister. When should you confront? Some translations have the words “if your brother 
sins against you.” Jesus is not talking about sin in general. He is speaking specifically about a 
wrong that has been done to you, personally.  
 
This is clear from Luke 17:4 where Jesus says, “If he sins against you seven times in a day…”  It 
is also clear from Matthew 18:15, where Jesus says, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell 
him his fault,”  Why should you confront? If a brother or sister sins against you, you need to be 
very careful that you don’t fall into sin yourself. This is why Jesus says, “Pay attention to 
yourselves!” (Luke 17:3) 
 
The danger of falling into sin when we are sinned against is especially clear in Leviticus 19:17. 
“You shall not hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor,  
lest you incur sin because of him.” When a brother or sister wrongs you, you will often be able 
to pass over it and move on. If you can do that, you should. Love covers over a multitude of sins.  
But sometimes, when the wound is deep, you may struggle with resentment towards the person 
who has hurt you.  
 
Notice the logic of this verse. God says, “you shall not hate your brother in your heart.” 
Hating your brother is not an option for you. So if you find resentment towards a brother rising 
in your heart, go and reason with him or her frankly. Why? Lest you incur sin because of him.   
That is, lest the wrong he has done to you leads you into the sin of hating him.   
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How should you confront? You shall reason frankly with your neighbor, (Leviticus 19:17).  
 
Dale Ralph Davis catches the spirit of this:  

“Rebuke’ does not mean ‘telling him off’ or reaming him out, but simply disclosing the 
wrong he has done.” 

 
“Reason frankly” means that you must hear what the person who has offended you has to say. When  
you do, you might learn something that will give you a different perspective. The aim of this honest  
confrontation is that help will come both to the person who has caused the offence, and to the one who  
has been offended. Dale Ralph Davis points out the clear implication of this text, is that “expressing  
rebuke tends to dissipate inward resentment.”2 It saves it from building up in your heart. So that is the  
first duty. The courage to rebuke. And then the second which is much harder. The compassion to forgive.  
 

“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,” (Luke 17:3-4) 

 
And when the disciples heard these words, they said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 
‘If this is what You are calling us to do, You must give us the faith to do it.’ Here’s the point:  
When you see the difficulty of the life to which Jesus calls you, you will ask Him to increase your  
faith. God calls you to love Him with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength. God calls you to love 
your neighbor as yourself. God calls you to be holy as He Himself is holy. God calls you not to be  
overcome by evil, but to overcome evil with good.  God calls you to rejoice always. And God calls you 
to be perfect as your Father in heaven is perfect. ‘Lord, increase our faith.’ When you see the life to  
which you are called, you will seek the Lord that your faith will grow. 
 
C.S. Lewis wrote these words in his book, Mere Christianity: “No man knows how bad he is till he has  
tried very hard to be good.”3 
No man knows how bad he is until he’s tried very hard to be good and then Lewis makes this point.  
“Unless we really try, whatever we say, there will always be at the back of our minds the idea that  
if we try harder next time we shall succeed in being completely good.”4  
 
Lewis says when you give this your best shot then you will become convinced that only with the help  
and the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ do you have any hope of pursuing the life to which he has called 
you. God calls us to a holy life and when we see the life to which He has called us we come to that 
place of saying, Lord you must do this, I can’t. Give me what I do not have. Increase my faith. 
So we’re talking about what will move us to seek from God a growing faith. And we’ve seen that 
we must ask Him to increase our faith, first because we will be tempted, second because we are 
called to a holy life and when we see the nature of that life we know that it is beyond us and that 
we are dependent upon His grace.   
 
Then we must ask the Lord to increase our faith… 

3. Because you will often fail.  
Luke tells us that the disciples asked the Lord to increase their faith. But he does not tell us where  

 
2 Dale Ralph Davis, Focus on The Bible, Luke 14-24, p.57. 
3 Mere Christianity p 142. 
4 p. 146. 
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or when this actually happened. There is good reason to think that the disciples made this request  
after they had failed in their attempts to deliver a boy who was afflicted by an evil spirit. We looked  
at this story last week. Jesus had gone up a mountain with Peter, James, and John and nine disciples 
are left at the bottom of the mountain. A man comes with a son who is possessed by an evil spirit 
and he asks the nine disciples for help and they did what they would have done many times before  
and they absolutely failed.  They were not able to bring any help in this situation. 
 
When Jesus came down the mountain, he delivered the boy from the evil power that had afflicted him.  
And then, the disciples asked Him privately, Why could we not cast it out? He said to them, 
“Because of your little faith.” (Matthew 17:19-20). That certainly would have been a natural 
time for the disciples to say, “Increase our faith.” But what makes this even more likely, is that 
Jesus said, “…if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move 
from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you.” (Matthew 17:20)  
 
These words are almost identical to the words recorded here in Luke. 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, (Luke 17:6). Jesus was the master teacher. It would have been natural for Him 
to change the analogy and repeat the same point. ‘If you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, 
you can move a mountain or uproot a mulberry bush and it will be planted in the sea.’ So there is 
good reason to think that the disciples asked Jesus to increase their faith when they were faced 
with their own failure. 
 
The great temptation when you are faced with your own failure is to give up. To languish in guilt and  
shame. To tell yourself that the enemy has won, and that you will never be able to prevail over him. To 
conclude that you can never be of any future use in the plan and purpose of God. When you are faced  
with your own failure, ask Jesus to increase your faith. Faith looks failure in the face and says, “Rejoice  
not over me, O my enemy; when I fall, I shall rise; when I sit in darkness, the LORD will be a light to me,” 
(Micah 7:8). 
 
Ask the Lord to increase your faith… 

4. Because you will battle unbelief.  
Mark tells us that the boy’s father said to Jesus,  

“…if you can do anything, have compassion on us and help us.” (Mark 9:22) 
 
This man had been disappointed by the disciples’ inability to help him. But even though he had been 
disappointed by the disciples, he was still drawn to Jesus. If you can do anything, have compassion 
on us and help us! 
 
Don’t let the failure of other Christians keep you from discovering what the Lord can do for you. Don’t 
let the disappointments, the scandals of other Christians keep you from discovering what Jesus can do  
for you. This man came to Jesus and asked for help and Jesus said to him, “All things are possible for  
one who believes,” (Mark 9:23).Then the man said to Jesus, “I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24)  
For 2000 years, Christians have been grateful that this man spoke these words. We relate to them. 
Lord I believe: help my unbelief!  Then Jesus delivered the boy from the evil spirit. Jesus did what 
the disciples had failed to do. Their faith had been small. They believed, but like the father of the boy 
they battled with unbelief.  “Increase our faith.”  
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We are called to walk by faith and that means that we often don’t know what God is doing. Faith  
lives with many unanswered questions. It is often afflicted with many doubts. No-one has a perfect  
faith. However much we grow in the Christian life, the struggle with doubt and unbelief remains. I  
have been helped by these words from John Calvin that speak about the conflict that goes on inside  
the heart of a Christian believer and yet finds himself in conflict with unbelief: 

"The godly heart feels in itself a division because it is partly imbued with sweetness from the 
recognition of the divine goodness, partly grieves in bitterness from its calamity; partly rests upon 
the promise of the gospel, partly trembles at the evidence of its own iniquity; partly rejoices at the 
expectation of life, partly shudders at death.    
This variation arises from the imperfection of faith, since in the course of this present life it 
never goes so well with us that we are wholly cured of the disease of unbelief and entirely 
filled and possessed by faith."                   (John Calvin, Institutes 3.2.18) 

 
The godly heart experiences a division in itself. This is what normal Christian experience looks 
like in this world and in this life.  You find this conflict that goes on. This is what a believer 
experiences and the reason that you experience this is that on the one hand you are persuaded 
that God is good. On the other hand you’re seeing calamity all around you and so there’s a 
conflict. On the one hand, you trust the promises of the Gospel. You believe the promises of 
God, on the other hand you look at your own life and you think, look at the state of me! You 
anticipate the great glories of everlasting life and yet as your body goes into decline in later years 
you think, I don’t like the look of what’s happening here.  And this variation arises from the 
imperfection of faith and in the course of this life it never goes so well with us that we’re wholly  
cured from the disease of unbelief and brought to a place of perfection of faith. 
 
This is why the Scripture speaks about: pursuing faith (2 Timothy 2:22); being strengthened in 
faith (Colossians 2:7); putting on faith as a breastplate (1 Thessalonians 5:8); faith ‘growing 
abundantly (2 Thessalonians 1:3); being encouraged in faith (1 Thessalonians 3:2).  We battle 
unbelief. So we have every reason to join with the disciples in praying, ‘Lord, increase our 
faith,’ (Luke 17:5). The whole of this message today has been around this marvelous truth that 
faith grows as we ask of Jesus. So ask Jesus to increase your faith. This is a prayer that He 
wonderfully answers and you will see the answer to this prayer over time as you continue to 
follow Him.  
 
Are you tempted? Do you feel the weakness of your own flesh? Ask Jesus to increase your faith. 
Do you feel that the life to which you are called is beyond your reach? Ask Jesus to increase your faith. 
Have you been confronted with your own failure?  Is there a challenge that you have not been 
able to overcome? Ask Jesus to increase your faith. Do you find yourself battling with doubts 
and with fears? Ask Jesus to increase your faith. Then listen to His promise: “All things are 
possible for the one who believes,” (Mark 9:23). In Christ you will have all that you need for all 
that you face in every circumstance of your life. Grow in faith, and by God’s grace, you will be 
able to say with the apostle Paul, “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.” 
 

© Colin S. Smith 
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Permissions: You have permission and are encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any 
format you choose, as long as you do not alter or change the wording in any way and do not charge a 
fee (beyond the cost of reproducing these materials). For posting on the web, a link to this document on 
our website (www.OpentheBible.org) is preferred. Any exceptions to the above must be approved by 
Open the Bible, 1-877-673-6365. 

Please include this statement on every copy distributed: 

By Colin S. Smith. © Colin S. Smith. Website: OpentheBible.org 
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