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“Increase our faith!”  
That one request propels the gospel 

lesson today. Curiously, the lectionary 
chooses to begin in verse 5 rather than 
verse 1, because the apostles’ request 
is a reactive statement. We don’t begin 
conversations with the phrase, “increase 
our faith!” Such a request is a response 
to something else.

In this case, the apostles are react-
ing to Jesus laying out the demands of 
discipleship, specifically the obligation 
of leadership and especially forgiveness. 
The verse immediately prior to our text 
today has Jesus demanding that his disci-
ples forgive even if the same person sins 
against them seven times in a single day.  
o this, the apostles cry out, “Increase our 
faith!”

Yet even knowing the context of 
today’s lesson does not make Jesus’ reply 
less puzzling. What does the parable of 
the dutiful servant or unrelenting master 
have to do with increasing our faith?

I am going to suggest that perhaps 
the apostles’ request was less noble 
than at first glance. I say this because 
we know that Luke wrote a sequel to the 
gospel: the book of Acts, its full title be-
ing the Acts of the Apostles. Thus, there 
is a sense that Luke wants the readers to 
see the journey of faith taken by the first 
church leaders. At this point in the story, 
the apostles are not there yet; they still 
bicker, they still grapple for position, and 
they don’t understand why Jesus talks 
about a cross so much. More likely, the 
miracles they were witnessing served 
only to confirm their belief that the king-
dom of GOD was coming in a spectacu-
lar fashion, and they were positioning 
themselves in the Messiah’s inner circle 
for seats of glory.

And as we look into how Jesus replies 
to their request, we see Jesus is aware of 
their sentiment, and thus does not settle 
at the superficial level of their exclama-
tion “Increase our faith!”, but probes 
deeper to the issues of their hearts.

His reply begins pleasantly enough; 
he tells them of the miracles possible if 
they possess only a little faith.  Surely, 
the ability to replicate all the signs and 
wonders Jesus performs would excite the 
apostles. “Think of how great I can be, 
tossing mulberry trees here and there 
with my faith!” It reminds me of my own 
childhood fantasies of being a Jedi and 
exercising my telekinetic powers with 
the Force.

Jesus continues to tease their 
thoughts of grandeur at the opening of 
the parable. Notice where Jesus invites 
the apostles into the parable: we are to 
imagine ourselves as the master. He be-
gins “Who among you would say to your 
slave?” Jesus paints a portrait for the 
apostles of owning servants who both 
work the field, then return and prepare a 
meal. And at the very moment the apos-
tles are indulging this spoiled fantasy, 
Jesus flips the table and reminds them 
where they stand in the grand scheme — 
they are the slaves.

It is a clever ploy used by Jesus to ex-
pose the apostles confusion about faith.  
In their request for more faith, we hear 
a misunderstanding about the nature of 
faith.  In Jesus’ reply, we also hear their 
misunderstanding about the goal of faith.

To ask for an increase in faith implies 
the nature of faith is something we can 
quantify. Now let’s run with this idea; 
suppose faith can increase or decrease.  
As a self-proclaimed science and theol-
ogy nerd, I propose that the unit of mea-
sure assigned to quantify faith be named 
after Blaise Pascal.   
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In the understanding of the apostles 
then, if I can just increase my faith by 
10 Pascals, I might be able to forgive.  
When I get to 50 Pascals, I can tell weeds 
to fling themselves out of my garden.  
At 100 Pascals, trees begin to uproot.  
Mountains move at 300 Pascals, and just 
wait until I get to 1000 Pascals.

By playing the scenario out, we see 
how thinking of the nature of faith in 
this way becomes a trap. Because now 
the goal of faith is to achieve my own 
hopes and dreams, to use faith so that I 
might own slaves to work my field and 
serve me. I will find myself saying, “I 
need more faith in order to ____.” Faith 
becomes merely a means to an end.

Even more dangerous is how a sys-
tem that quantifies faith can lay shame 
and guilt on grieving parties. To every 
difficult circumstance that comes our 
way, we begin to hear the whispers.  
“Well, if only she had more faith.”  “It’s 
not a surprise that happened to him 
given how little faith he has.”

Jesus subtly and masterfully exposes 
the apostles true intent when they ask, 
“Increase our faith!” By laying bare why 
the apostles wanted more faith, Jesus 
confronts them and forces the apostles 
to ask themselves a deeper question, 
“Why do I believe?” In other words, what 
is the goal of your faith? Because if it was 
for glory and fame, this might not turn 
out so well.

At this point, I’d like for us to hit a 
reset button and go back to that original 
request, because even if the apostles ap-
proached it with ulterior motives, some 
of us ask for more faith from a different 
and more honest place.  When we are 
in the depths, struggling with a crisis — 
medical, personal, family, career — the 
request for more faith seems natural.  In 
those moments, our plea is not a veiled 
request for more glory but rather an 
instinctual, visceral cry. “GOD, increase 
our faith!” so we might face this period 
of doubt and despair. We say it, because 
it rings true.  Even our vernacular has 
the word faithful, an adjective that plays 
off faith that can be measured.

That’s the profound wisdom of Jesus’ 
answer to the apostles: it both corrects 
the apostles’ confusion about faith and 
comforts us. The comfort lies in under-
standing the true nature and goal of 
faith.

For Jesus, faith is binary.  Binary 
describes things that are either one state 
or another. Think of a light switch or a 
true/false statement. Why do I say faith 
is binary?  

Because Jesus tells the disciples that 
faith the size of a mustard seed is suf-
ficient, and given that a mustard seed is 
about the size of a peppercorn, that’s not 
much faith. Jesus seems to suggest that 
it’s not the quantity of faith that matters, 
but simply that it’s there. It’s not about 
how much faith you have; it’s about 
whether faith is present. 
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Now, this is what I love about binary 
faith: it’s transformative. It’s dramatic.  
It changes us. By nature, if something is 
binary, it moves you from one state to 
another. 

Lately, I’ve been reading and learning 
a lot about adoption, and that serves to 
illustrate the drama of binary faith. For 
adoptive parents, the change from child-
less to having a child is beautifully stark. 
There is no slow preparation or nine 
months of transition. Sometimes, the 
switch happens in a single day.

And what a change!  
The change from being childless to 

child-blessed is permanent, and forever 
and indelibly changes the future of every 
party involved. That is the power of 
binary states, and that is the potential 
power of binary faith. That also points to 
the goal of faith: our transformation and 
our rebirth.  GOD created us to be GOD’s 
image in the world.  Sin has marred that 
image, but by faith through Jesus Christ, 
that image can be recovered.  Faith that 
can be measured simply cannot initiate 
such dramatic conversion.

When we dwell in this state of faith 
and grow familiar with its surroundings, 
we begin to notice that we can do new 
things, things we never thought possible. 

We find that we can forgive, even 
seven times a day… because of faith. 

We find that we can face death with 
hope… because of faith. 

We find that we can endure and even 
embrace suffering… because of faith. 

When we discover all the layers of 
having faith, eventually we may find our-
selves saying, “We are worthless slaves; 
we have done only what we ought to 
have done.”

If the nature of faith is binary, then 
our acts of discipleship are not per-
formed to gain rewards or to curry favor.  
We do good works because of who we 
are. We produce good fruit, the fruit of 
the Spirit, because of who GOD has made 
us to be: a child of GOD, created to reflect 
the glory of the GOD who is love.

Which brings us back to the real 
question Jesus wanted the disciples to 
dwell on: “Why do I believe?” Because 
faith is a choice, a binary choice to dwell 
in one place or another. It is a choice of-
fered to us as a gift. As the Apostle Paul 
so eloquently tells us: Jesus invites us to 
salvation by grace through faith, a gift of 
GOD. For me, I embrace faith because I 
am a sinner, longing to be made whole.  
In faith, I seize the forgiveness that Jesus 
grants, and revel in my adoption as a 
child of GOD.  I believe because if I am to 
be a slave to anything or anyone, let it be 
our LORD, Jesus Christ!

There is a postlude to this parable, 
one that we share together as a church.  
In the parable, Jesus poses what seems 
to be a rhetorical question, “Who among 
you would say to your slave who has just 
come in from the field, ‘Come here at 
once and take your place at your table’?”  
But that’s exactly what Jesus does.  He 
sets the table, and invites us to partake.  
Let us come to the Master’s table, we of 
little faith.


