
“If We Are Faithless” 
II Timothy 2:8-15; Luke 17:11-19; Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7 

 
Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7 
1These are the words of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from 
Jerusalem to the remaining elders among the exiles, and to the priests, the 
prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile 
from Jerusalem to Babylon.  
 
4Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I 
have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5Build houses and live in 
them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. 6Take wives and have sons 
and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in 
marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not 
decrease. 7But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, 
and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare. 
 
Luke 17:11-19 
11On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between 
Samaria and Galilee. 12As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. 
Keeping their distance, 13they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy 
on us!” 14When he saw them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to 
the priests.” And as they went, they were made clean. 15Then one of them, 
when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud 
voice. 16He prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. And he was a 
Samaritan. 17Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? But the other 
nine, where are they? 18Was none of them found to return and give praise to 
God except this foreigner?” 19Then he said to him, “Get up and go on your 
way; your faith has made you well.” 
 
II Timothy 2:8-15 
8Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a descendant of David—that 
is my gospel, 9for which I suffer hardship, even to the point of being chained 
like a criminal. But the word of God is not chained. 10Therefore I endure 
everything for the sake of the elect, so that they may also obtain the 
salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory.  
 
11The saying is sure:  
 



 If we have died with him,  
  we will also live with him;  
 12if we endure,  
  we will also reign with him;  
 if we deny him,  
  he will also deny us;  
 13if we are faithless,  
  he remains faithful— 
   for he cannot deny himself. 
 
14Remind them of this, and warn them before God that they are to avoid 
wrangling over words, which does no good but only ruins those who are 
listening. 15Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved by him, 
a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of 
truth.  
 

The Sermon 
 
What do you know about God?  
 
In 1883, an English writer named Richard Jefferies published a spiritual 
autobiography called The Story of My Heart.i At one point, he’s out early on 
a summer morning, and something inspires him to pause at London Bridge.  
 
“The smooth water was a broad sheen of light, the built-up river flowed 
calm and silent by a thousand doors, rippling only where the stream chafed 
against a chain… There was a faint blue colour in the air… The swallows 
wheeled and climbed, twittered and glided downwards. Burning on, the great 
sun stood in the sky…glowing steadily upon me as when I rested in the 
narrow valley grooved out in prehistoric times… Lighting the broad river, 
the broad walls, lighting the least speck of dust; lighting the great heaven; 
gleaming on my finger-nail.  
 
“The fixed point of day—the sun. I was intensely conscious of it; I felt it; I 
felt the presence of the immense powers of the universe; I felt out into the 
depths of the ether.  
 
“So intensely conscious of the sun, the sky, the limitless space, I felt too in 
the midst of eternity then, in the midst of the supernatural, among the 
immortal and the greatness of the material, realised [sic.] the spirit.  



 
“By these I saw my soul; by these I knew the supernatural to be more 
intensely real than the sun. I touched the supernatural, the immortal, there 
that moment.”ii 
 
What do you know about God?  
 
The Covenant people, the people of Israel, knew a couple of things about 
God. They knew that God was and is the Creator, and that God is sovereign, 
and God’s name is majestic in all the earth (Psalm 8).  
 
Beyond those descriptions, though, along with Richard Jefferies and many 
others, mystics and naturalists, throughout history, they associated God with 
awe, with a sense that to connect with the unfathomable depth of nature—
from earth and air and water to the unknowable reaches of the cosmos—is in 
some way to connect with the vastness of God.  
 
They knew a couple of things: They knew about mystery and awe; and they 
knew that this vast, awesome, mysterious God is always, always faithful.  
 
Time after time in their long history, whether wandering in the wilderness 
for 40 years or trying to survive as a nation among nations for centuries, the 
People of God, in the midst of their daily challenges and busyness and 
temptations, would lose their nerve, or lose their bearings, or their resolve, 
or their memory;  
 
and they would forget God, either deliberately or simply through apathy.  
 
In the wandering years, after God had delivered them from slavery in Egypt, 
that took the form of complaining and looking for other gods to follow. It 
started right away—as soon as they made it across the Red Sea. The chariots 
and the armies of Pharaoh tried to chase after them and were overwhelmed 
by the water, and the People of God got away and had their freedom. There 
was singing and tambourines and dancing and they were finally free (Exodus 
14) after centuries of oppression and subjugation.  
 
And in the next paragraph, the people complained against Moses.  
 



And I have some sympathy for them. They went into the wilderness and 
didn’t have water for three days; when they finally got to water, at Marah, it 
was too bitter; they couldn’t drink it.  
 
And they complained against Moses, saying, ‘What are we supposed to 
drink?’ And God showed Moses a piece of wood; he threw it in the water, 
and the water became sweet. 
 
They set out from there, and pretty soon, the whole congregation of the 
Israelites complained again. They said to Moses and Aaron, “If only we had 
died in Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate plenty of bread; you’ve 
brought us out here to kill us all with hunger.”  
 
And that night, God gave them quails. And the next morning there was 
manna on the ground. They had food. And they had absolute, 
incontrovertible evidence that God was faithful.  
 
That was just the beginning. Over and over and over again, even when the 
people lost their faith in God, God was still faithful to them.  
 
Finally, they came into the Promised Land, and they established themselves 
there, and eventually formed a kingdom like the other kingdoms in the area. 
And this time, faithlessness revealed itself in a different way. This time, their 
faithlessness came out as mistreatment of the most vulnerable—the poor, the 
stranger. Whether it was thoughtless or deliberate, it was mistreatment of the 
most vulnerable, and the prophets called it unrighteousnessiii—a general, 
willful, almost casual forgetfulness of how God had instructed them to live 
together and be faithful.  
 
Time and time again, the Covenant People would stray, and a prophet would 
warn them to turn back to God, and they’d be on the verge of God’s wrath; 
and then they would turn back at seemingly the last minute, and God, our 
great, faithful God, would relent, and all would be well again. Until the next 
time, when the cycle would start all over.  
 
They saw, and they learned, and they knew that God is faithful, and God’s 
faithfulness is complete in itself—it doesn’t depend on the faithfulness of 
anyone else or everyone else. It is the nature of God to be faithful. No one 
can manipulate it, and nothing can stop it.  
 



What do you know about God?  
 
Eventually the kingdom fell to Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians, and 
fell hard. Everything that had meaning for the People of God was destroyed, 
and they were scattered. A remnant stayed in Jerusalem, but many of the 
best and the brightest were exiled to Babylon.  
 
And it felt like God had finally had enough, and had allowed the final 
destruction that faithlessness had kept threatening to bring about.  
 
And the prophet Jeremiah wrote to those beaten, dispirited, weeping exiles, 
and said:  
 
You may think we are done; we are not done.  
 
You may think that, because you are no longer in the Promised Land, the 
Promise is over; it is not over.  
 
Build houses, and live in them. Plant gardens, and eat from those gardens—
the produce of that land, that land that is to you a foreign and reprehensible 
land.  
 
Marry, if you’re going to get married;  
 if you’re going to have children, have children;  
  let your children grow up and get married:  
Keep building families.  
 
But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile,  
 and pray to the LORD on its behalf,  
  for in its welfare, you will find your welfare. 
 
This time, you don’t go in as conqueror. This time, you go in with nothing. 
This time, you are a stranger in another land.  
 
But you are not powerless.  
You can seek the welfare of that city, and pray to the LORD on its behalf,  
 for in its welfare, you will find your welfare. 
 
What do you know about God?  
 



Jesus was going through the borderland region between Samaria and Galilee. 
As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him; in Luke’s time, that 
could have referred to “several different ailments, none of which is 
technically” the disease we call leprosy.iv 
 
They called out to him, and when he saw them, he said to them, “Go and 
show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were made clean. 
 
He didn’t wait for a demonstration of faith before healing them. They called 
out to him and asked for mercy.  
 
He didn’t ask for an explanation or a statement of faith; he just sent them to 
the priests, and as they went they were healed, and one of the ten—the only 
one who was not of his own people—came back to him and praised God.  
 
And Jesus’ assessment of the situation to that one recovered leper was this: 
your faith has made you well.  
 
I think a fair implication would be that for the others, it wasn’t their faith 
that had made them well; it was Jesus’ faithfulness; it was God’s faithfulness 
that healed them.  
 
But for this one who came back to praise God, it was his own faith that made 
him well.  
 
That there may be a special kind of blessing in that  
 does not diminish the fact that all ten were still healed.  
 
When we are faithless, God is faithful.  
 
What do you know about God?  
 
Someone writing under the name of Paul to a young pastor named Timothy 
was nearing the end of his tenure, and passing on words of strength, and 
guidance, and wisdom.  
 
He said, Timothy, here’s what I know about God in Jesus Christ:  
 
 If we have died with him,  
  we will also live with him;  



 if we endure,  
  we will also reign with him;  
 if we deny him,  
  he will also deny us;  
 if we are faithless,  
  he remains faithful— 
   for he cannot deny himself. 
 
In 2006 I was invited to deliver a sermon in the church in England that I had 
served as a mission volunteer in 1989-90. Actually, I was going to be in 
town anyway, and I begged them to let me preach, and they finally relented, 
but still.  
 
It happened to be during Lent, and when I accepted their gracious invitation, 
I didn’t realize that Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, had 
chosen an official book for Lent and invited the whole Church of England to 
read and reflect on it.  
 
I thought, well, I’m sure this will be fine; so I got the book, a good book by 
Miroslav Volf called Free of Charge, and exactly two sentences into the 
Archbishop’s foreword, he writes: “The true God is a God who cannot stop 
giving and forgiving.”v  
 
I was perfectly happy to say that God has not stopped giving to and 
forgiving God’s children, and I had no problem saying God does not stop, or 
that God will not stop giving and forgiving.  
 
But “God cannot” is a tough phrase for a Presbyterian to say.  
 
And I had to think very hard: what do I know about God?  
 
I know that the world was created in love and truth and beauty  
by a Creator who is love and truth and beauty.  
 
I know that God is not neutral or dispassionate; that God has a nature.  
 
And the Creator’s nature is to love, to give, to inspire, to save. And God 
wills for us goodness, and wholeness, and peace.  
 



I heard again, on Friday evening at Synagogue Beth Israel, from the peace 
activists that my ministerial cohort met with in Israel in April:  
 one a rabbi, a Zionist Israeli settler;  
 the other a Palestinian who spent three years in an Israeli jail.  
 
The rabbi, Hanan Schlesinger, talked about his interpretation of how God 
gave that land to the Jews, and he outlined his whole life as a Zionist Jew 
who believes in the deep connection of Jews to that specific “piece of real 
estate” as he called it.  
 
And then—and there’s a wonderful story about this—he realized that for his 
whole life, the Palestinians who lived all around him were, to him and his 
family and everyone he knew, invisible. And he knew that was wrong.  
 
He said, “We in Judaism have a mystical tradition…that there are sparks of 
truth everywhere. And our mission in life is to go around the world and 
collect those sparks of truth.  
 
“When you come upon a spark of truth, in another culture, another religion, 
another nation, you should not spit on it and put it out.  
You should blow on it gently,  
and have it come to life and see the partial truth,  
in the people in that religion, in that culture that’s not yours.  
 
“And then bring those embers of truth into your own soul.  
And the more sparks of partial truth that you collect,  
 the closer you are to God.  
Because in the Jewish mystical tradition, God is called Ein Sof, 
which means the Infinite.  
God is the infinite collection of all the partial truths.  
That’s the only definition of the whole truth:  
 the infinite collection of all the partial truths…”  
 
Finally, he said,  
 
“If I’ve seen—and I have seen—that the way myself and my fellow settlers, 
the way we’ve been living out our truth, 
we’ve been serving our truth in a fashion that tramples on the rights and 
dignity of another people… 
 



“We don’t only have to learn more, we have to act differently.  
 We have to find a way to serve our truth  
  without trampling the rights of another people,  
  without coming at the expense of another people.”vi 
 
Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile,  
 and pray to the LORD on its behalf,  
  for in its welfare, you will find your welfare. 
 
What do you know about God,  
 and what does that make you want to be and do as a child of God?  
 
I want to be a reflection of the God who has given me this indescribably 
profound gift of life in this beautiful creation.  
 
I know that God is faithful to me,  
 even when I have been faithless.  
 
And so, when I think about the person I want to be— 
 the husband, the father, the son, the brother;  
  the pastor, the neighbor, the citizen;  
   the Christian, the human being— 
 
I don’t have to be some way, or do some thing, or give some amount  
 because God’s faithfulness depends on it.  
 
That’s not going to change anything about how faithful God is to me or the 
church or the country or the world. God is faithful regardless of what I do, 
because that is who God is.  
 
Instead, I can give and be and do  
 just because I want to be as faithful to God and the world 
  as God is faithful to me.  
 
Among the many tributes to the legendary golfer Arnold Palmer that came 
out in the wake of his passing on Sept. 25 at age 87 was the one written in 
Time magazine, which said in part,  
 



“People loved him because, in a world of sullen superstars, Palmer radiated 
joy and delight in the treasures of his life… He had a wonderful time being 
Arnold Palmer and squeezed every drop of juice from the experience.”vii 
 
That’s what I want for me and for all of us.  
 
Because of God’s unshakeable faithfulness, I am free to radiate joy and 
delight in the treasures of living this life, whatever they may be.  
 
I want to have a wonderful time being me,  
 and I want you to have a wonderful time being you.  
 
And may we all squeeze every good drop from this experience, 
 every moment of every day that God gives us.  
 
Keith Grogg 
Montreat Presbyterian Church 
Montreat, NC 
October 9, 2016  
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