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49 

“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! 
50 

I have a baptism 

with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed! 
51 

Do you think that I 

have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” 

 

Lord have mercy…  

 

God, what does your word say to us today? 

 

I’ll tell you this is an instance when the pastoral associate really has their hands full while the 

head pastor is away.  What a way to wrap up our summer preaching schedule as we have 

explored the gospel of Luke!  I wonder if any of you have heard a sermon preached on today’s 

lectionary text before?  It is certainly possible but, in my study, as I looked and as I searched I 

found that people seem to not be super eager to dive into this passage.   

 

Wouldn’t you believe it, something very supernatural happened as I looked for study material on 

this…I heard the actual sound sound of spiritual crickets chirping in my ear… and I found 

myself asking God, “what am I to say about this word from Jesus?”   

 

It is important that we take today’s text as it is and not manipulate into something it isn’t.  So 

together Friends, let’s ask for the Holy Spirit’s guidance as we discuss today’s passage.  

 

Here, we have a stern word about the division that Jesus says he causes.  Even though the 

message of Jesus is often presented in very palatable forms, here we are reminded that Jesus 

always brings a “crisis”, a moment of decision, to those who hear his voice.  How do the 

followers of Jesus hear this message and what do they do with it? – that is the question. 

 

I have been amazed by some of the approaches people have to what the bible says and I have 

heard preachers come up with some interesting interpretations. Preachers who can take a passage 

and shape it much like a balloon animal.  We get a flower here, a dog there, maybe a sword over 

there… I mean it takes some real talent to pull this off and what stands out to me is that I never 

seem able to remember the point that was made, and it all ends up being filed away in the section 

of my brain labeled “Biblical Fog”, and it vanishes as quickly as it was introduced….  

 

I can imagine some version of a hip progressive preacher framing today’s story with a laissez 

faire intellectual tone and taking time to paint a picture of Jesus as a “pretty cool guy but just 

having a bad day”. You know he had been healing folks, casting out demons, and his laid back 

happy go lucky Jesusy mood was affected by a really stressful day. I imagine the impulse to take 

the weight of Jesus’s words in this passage and diminishing them by chalking the whole account 

up to a simple an instance of stress.  I have heard approaches like this before…  

 



I can also imagine a heavy handed and self-righteous approach to this text from a pulpit 

somewhere.  An approach where the division that Jesus speaks of plays right into the sentiment 

of some of our brethren who revel in being right, where they identify themselves as being on the 

“right side” of this division that Jesus speaks of. A stance which could be used to justify their 

disunity with the world that they live in because they see their way as the only way.  Where they 

feel that they line up on the right side of the line and everyone else who doesn’t see things the 

same way is on the wrong side of heaven.  I have heard things like this before…  

 

Both of these approaches are ridiculous and I don’t want to go there.  I want for us to faithfully 

reflect on what Jesus is teaching us.  Jesus’s words are not simply a result of being stressed out 

and this passage is not a text for self-justification in the midst of different opinion…   

We will talk about this some more in a little while. 

 

I wonder how this reading is received among our own community of faith.  We are family! and 

the reading today tells how the call of Christ divides families.  Different opinions and positions 

are very much a part of community.  As human beings we weave together some pretty seamless 

frameworks for understanding Jesus’s words to us and they conveniently bolster our own 

worldview.  These understandings that line up with particular personal, religious, and political 

opinions and preferences.  I see it all the time, I do it all the time.  I have an opinion and an 

approach to things as each one of us here do.  This difference is actually a beautiful reality and is 

glorious to behold at times because it gives us a bigger picture of the fullness of God’s character 

as we live life together.   

 

Here’s the thing though, as followers of Jesus we are called to live with something greater than 

our preferences and values in mind.  Jesus’s call is not easy, as individuals we never completely 

embody Jesus’s ways.  The call of Christ causes a crisis, a moment of decision, and this happens 

on multiple fronts daily when we heed the call.  This can be very difficult to endure,  but crisis is 

that edge where change is possible. There are not many gifts to be found in the fires of a crisis, 

especially when that crisis feels like it could destroy and devour you. But one gift that crisis can 

offer, at both an individual and social level, is the opportunity for self-examination or communal-

examination as well as prodding us to a possible change of course. Individual crisis or social 

crises allows us to delve into the depths of our heart, and God’s heart, and to seek God’s edifying 

transformation of our lives. What would it be like to see each crisis as an opportunity for change? 

For transformation? For God to do a new thing?  Especially in our society now which is 

painfully splintered… 

 

 

Let’s go back to our reading today… 

 

The Jesus of this passage is a bit unsettling and we would do well to let him be so. As I have 

mentioned already it is easier to present the laid-back Jesus as the one who desires personal 

friendship with twenty-first century individuals. But that Jesus is not the one of Luke 12. We 

hear Jesus struggle with his mission, and we hear how he expects his followers to understand the 

situation they are in, we are left with as many questions as answers.  

 



Here’s the context, Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem, the trip which led to his crucifixion.  

Jesus is stressed out in a terrible way.  The love and grace of Jesus Christ always stands out but 

in verse 50 he outright states “
I
 have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am 

under until it is completed!”  Rare words from Christ.  Jesus’s urgency in this passage reveal the 

pressure he felt on the way to his execution and the pressure was building. “As the gospel of 

John expressed it, Jesus is the crisis of the world.  Crisis does not mean emergency but that 

moment or occasion of truth and decision about life.  To be placed in the situation of decision is 

critical, for to turn toward one person or goal or value means turning away from another.”
1
  To 

say yes to one thing means to say no to another…. God’s action in the world creates a crisis.  

 

Jesus lets those gathered know that following him will not be easy, particularly because the 

gospel will not always bring peace. Families were being torn apart when the gospel spread 

because it changed everything. Given our contexts, this crisis is ever before us. Whether it be to 

attend church, how we vote, engage in social justice issues, how we respond to the questions that 

come from the profound evils we face…as we say yes to one thing we say no to another... There 

is no doubt that we experience division. The problem does not lie in the division itself, but in 

how the followers of Christ respond as it happens. 

Is it possible that God is at work in all realities, and that division is not the problem? Perhaps it is 

in our own naive expectation that we have more truth than others. There have been calls within 

the Christian church to become one church so that all might believe.  Jesus’ talk about division 

may point to a broken reality for Christianity no matter how hard we work toward unity. Perhaps 

this is Jesus’ point: that human togetherness is not what the gospel is about. We are left to trust 

that it is God at work, and to respond to the crises of Christ’s call with conviction and 

devotion, and sacrifice. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

There is clearly an opportunity to talk about the “elephant or elephants in the room” here. Simply 

naming an issue might be gospel for many, and may be that event that changes everything. It 

may lead to division, but, we have to trust that God is at work in all situations, and remember 

that God has claimed us, not because we are perfect ambassadors of Jesus, but because we are 

called to something greater than ourselves.
2
  And God lives and acts in and through us. 

 

I cherish each of you for who you are.  I respect your feelings and convictions.  I am thankful for 

how each one of you gives a bigger sense of who God is, as the truth of God is revealed through 

every bit of who you were made to be.  There are instances when a preacher gets feedback from 

people who heard their sermon that took offense by what was said.  Feedback with critiques like 

“Stay out of politics”, or “I don’t appreciate this kind of talk from the pulpit”, this is a part of 

preaching.  While I have not brought up any issue directly, I ask God to help each of us read 
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between the lines.  Politics, social issues, and agendas do not lead us, it is the call of Jesus Christ 

that leads us and informs all of our life.  And I assure you our ways are not God’s ways. 

 

Jesus yearns for “the kingdom of God” to break forth into the world in all its fullness. The 

transformations and justice the gospel sets forth are the things that God desires.  What does that 

mean??? 

That means that oppression has to go.  

Greed has to go.  

Idolatry has to go.  

Same with exploitation,  

dehumanization,  

narcissism,  

self-preservation,  

control,  

victimizing tribalism of any form…  

and any other evil you can name that prevents the flourishing of all people and all creation. 

Those contagions are rendered meaningless and powerless in the presence of God.
3
  This 

yearning that God has for all creation does in fact require a very conscious decision that divides 

our soul. 

  

The kingdom of God cannot be about  

oppression but is about jubilation… 

Not greed but generosity… 

Not exploitation but nurture… 

Not self-preservation but sacrifice. 

Not idolatry but worship of the Creator of all things. 

 

 

As we are all here together to worship God today, in the fellowship and safety we must take 

Jesus’s words seriously.  We can gather and be aware that division, even in this place is real.  We 

each stand in contrast to each other.   

I believe that it is in this moment where we hear Jesus call it like it is. 

 

Jesus is the crisis of the world in that he causes us to decide.  To answer the call or to do 

something else…  Whenever we do “something else” I assure you it is at best only a fractional 

shadow of the light of Christ.   

 

I think Jesus calls out this reality to disarm it.  To name it and point it out so that his followers 

can own it and soar to new heights, together.  Division is a reality of this world.  As this unique 

passage lingers in our thoughts today, the power of Christ’s gospel of peace, love, and unity is 

magnified.  I am reminded of Jesus’s prayer for us in John 17:21 where he prays to God.  This 

was Jesus’s prayer. He prays  
21 

that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in 

you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.  
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We are utterly different from all things in the world through our fellowship with each other in 

spite of division.  In this, the power of God bursts forth into all creation. 

God help us answer the call,  

God transform us through the crisis that Christ causes,  

and God use us to transform creation according to your will.   

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, One God 

Amen 


