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Our scripture lesson this morning comes to us from Luke’s gospel. It follows several words of 

assurance that Jesus gives to his disciples and those listening to him. The tone seems to change in 

these verses, however, from compassion, peace and mercy to some of the most challenging 

verses we’ve heard. At times, perhaps you might relate to these words, while at other times, you 

may find yourself wondering who is speaking. If you find that to be the case, I invite you to ask 

yourself this morning, “What’s the rest of the story?” as you hear this passage from Luke 12:49-

56: 

 

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

a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is 

completed! Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell 

you, but rather division! From now on five in one household will be divided, three 

against two and two against three; they will be divided: 

father against son 

    and son against father, 

mother against daughter 

    and daughter against mother, 

mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law 

    and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.” 

 

He also said to the crowds, “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you 

immediately say, ‘It is going to rain;’ and so it happens. And when you see the 

south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat;’ and it happens. You 

hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why 

do you not know how to interpret the present time?”1 

 

“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! I have a baptism with 

which to be baptized, and what stress I am under until it is completed! Do you think that I have 

come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!”2 

 

Did Jesus really say that? Who in the world is speaking here? These do not sound like the words 

of the tiny little Babe of Bethlehem. Bringing “division” rather than “peace”? Isn’t Jesus the 
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Prince of Peace? When one of the disciples cuts off the ear of the slave of the high priest in the 

garden as he is arrested later in Luke’s gospel, Jesus tells his disciples, “No more of this.” He 

then asks the arresting authorities, “Have you come out with swords and clubs as if I were a 

bandit?”3 In Matthew’s version, Jesus tells his hearers, “All who take the sword will perish by 

the sword.”4 

 

“Fire,” “stress” and “division” are the key words that start this passage. If you’re looking to write 

a good hell-fire and brimstone sermon this morning, this might be the scripture to choose. For 

most of us, however, these words cause us to want to hang our heads, to look the other way, and 

to ask ourselves, “Just who is this guy?” This doesn’t sound like the One who unites us all as 

human beings. Prince of Peace? This sounds more like the words of a “Stressed Out Savior” who 

needs to relax a little bit. 

 

In Luke’s gospel, Jesus is often seen healing people. He performs miracles that feed multitudes. 

He is compassionate towards the outcast and those on the margins of society. In the earlier verses 

of this twelfth chapter, Jesus is comforting his followers. He tells them, “Are not five sparrows 

sold for two pennies? Yet not one of them is forgotten in God’s sight. But even the hairs of your 

head are all counted. Do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows.”5 God is 

looking out for you. Don’t worry. He consoles a persecuted group of people saying, “When they 

bring you before the synagogues, the rulers, and the authorities, do not worry about how you are 

to defend yourselves or what you are to say; for the Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour 

what you ought to say.”6 God will take care of you. God holds you. God gives you what you 

need.  

 

I don’t know about you, but that’s the Jesus to whom I relate. The peaceful Jesus; the Jesus of 

love, grace, compassion and mercy; the Jesus who brings us together. The Jesus who speaks in 

our gospel this morning steps beyond mere judgment to fire, stress and division, different from 

the Jesus we know and talk about and who was speaking only moments ago in softer tones. I’ve 

heard others talk about this Jesus, but I find myself wrestling with these words this morning. I 

find myself trying to make sense of these words as Jesus speaks of his own baptism this morning 

and we have baptized four children this morning. With their parents, we might all be asking 

ourselves, “What in the world did we just do?” 

 

I find myself wrestling with these words of Jesus in the midst of a world that is constantly 

divided. These words haunt me in a nation where our political rhetoric is so enflamed that we no 

longer engage in dialogue or look for common ground on a whole host of issues in the interest of 

winning election cycles. Meanwhile, families are separated, children and those on the margins 

suffer, violence rules the day, and words are spoken that dehumanize other peoples who are 

created in the very same image of God. 

 

Perhaps we know what a world looks like when “five in one household will be divided, three 

against two and two against three; they will be divided: father against son and son against father, 

mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law 

and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law.” Somehow, it doesn’t feel like some world that will 

be, but rather the world that exists in the here and now. We see that in the world around us, don’t 

we? 
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But in the life of the Church, Jesus? Really? It will be the same for the Church, the very body of 

Christ? Where is the Prince of Peace? Where is the Great Comforter? 

 

R. Alan Culpepper suggests from a variety of studies and sources that Luke’s gospel was most 

likely written in the mid-80s.7 No, not the 1980s, but rather just the “mid-80s” as in “the 

common era,” or the years following Jesus’ birth, life, death and resurrection. This is the time 

following the Roman destruction of the second Temple in Jerusalem during the reign of the 

Roman emperor, Nero. It was a time of persecution for Jews and early Christians alike. 

 

Scholars often suggest that Luke’s gospel was written for a Gentile audience. In that sense, the 

author is hoping to share a story of Jesus’ life that will bring comfort to a people who are 

persecuted as outsiders to this faith which is deeply rooted in Judaism and as outsiders in a 

nation of their own peoples, as well. There are plenty of divisions to go around for Luke’s 

audience. Families turned against one another as Gentiles converted to the faith. Converts 

experienced divided loyalties in their homes and communities alike. What would it mean for 

them to become faithful followers of Jesus Christ?  At times, the paths they chose would bring 

out those divisions all the more in their homes, in the places that should have been most peaceful 

for them. Their loyalties to families, friends and communities would conflict with where Jesus 

might lead them. 

 

Luke’s hearers had reason to fear what they saw happening as they became followers of Jesus. 

They had reason to fear the power of the emperor. With the destruction of the Temple, they had 

reason to fear the divisions that they experienced with other disciples as well as those around 

them. Division was a part of life, or it would have been for those to whom Jesus was speaking. In 

fact, they may have something in common with the current climate in our world today. 

 

As we hear this scripture, it could become easy for us to simply explain away the division by 

saying that “Jesus said that it would be like this.” That might be one way to read this passage this 

morning.  Division, then, is the result of what it means to follow Jesus. The question that comes 

up for us then is, “So what side of the dividing line are we on?” Most of us would find the 

scriptural arguments to prove that we’re on Jesus’ side of the line, right? Maybe the more 

appropriate question is, “Where do we see Jesus?” I know that I’d like to think that Jesus is on 

my side of the division, but do I always side with Jesus? Where do we find Jesus? 

 

Jesus begins with, “I came to bring fire to the earth and how I wish that it were already kindled.”  

The image of a fire often conjures up for us an image of a blaze that is all-consuming. 

Throughout the scriptures, however, fire can also be purifying. For instance, fire does not 

consume gold as it is melted down, but it can burn away its impurities leaving that which is more 

precious, “pure gold,” behind. 

 

In Jesus Christ, God is not about the destruction of individual people through violence and 

division, but about our restoration. Faithful discipleship is not about annihilation, but about how 

our relationship with Jesus Christ transforms our thoughts, our actions, and our motives so that 

the world may be transformed; so that we might be more holy, more reflective of the image of 

God in which we were created, so that who we’ve been created to be might shine forth. 
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The “Stressed Out Savior” is not so “stressed out” in the sense that the world should be 

destroyed. Rather, Jesus longs for the completion of his baptism, referring to the day when death 

will not have the last word, but resurrection and the new life he brings will reign. Jesus knows 

that in his own death and resurrection, he will conquer sin, death, the grave, and anything else 

that holds humanity back from the fullness of who God has created us to be; anything that holds 

us from relationship with God. Luke encourages the hearers of his gospel to hang in there in the  

midst of what they see happening in the world around them; to keep being faithful; to stay 

engaged in the world in the face of all the division that they experience. Yes, it’s a part of life, 

but it will not always be so; for new life is on the way! Jesus will die but rise again; the promise 

of baptism, God’s claim on us, will not let go. Nothing can separate us from God.  

 

Could it be that the Jesus that Luke preaches about in his gospel has some good news for us in 

this divided world in which we live today? Luke’s gospel stories of Jesus are addressed to a 

group of Gentiles who knew the ramifications of their decision to follow Jesus; who experienced 

the political, religious, and even familial ramifications of seeking to live the life of faith. 

 

When I was a child, I remember asking my father one time why he didn’t attend church 

regularly. He told me, “I used to go to church, but I didn’t like that the preacher was always 

preaching politics.” I think God laughed when his son became a preacher. Being that he’s my 

dad, he’s now one of the first to stand with his preacher son even when we see things differently.  

Even better yet, he now plays guitar in his church’s praise team and is the chair of his church’s 

board of trustees. 

 

People often tell you that there are two things that you shouldn’t talk about in most settings: 

politics and religion. It seems to be a way to keep the peace. We all have a different view about 

what it means to talk about those different subjects, even in the life of the Church. 

 

On the other hand, I can’t tell you how many faithful people are afraid to talk about racism, 

sexism, gender discrimination, gun violence, immigration, the dehumanization of any persons, 

and so much more because no matter what you say, someone will eventually accuse them of 

“preaching politics,” “talking about religion,” and “bringing division.” We come expecting 

“peace” rather than difficult conversations that leave anyone feeling uncomfortable. 

 

At the end of our lesson today, Jesus turns to the crowds and says, “When you see a cloud rising 

in the west, you immediately say, ‘It is going to rain;’ and so it happens. And when you see the 

south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat;’ and it happens. You hypocrites! 

You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to 

interpret the present time?” 

 

Clouds in the west indicated rain because they first came over the Mediterranean Sea. South of 

the area was the desert whose winds brought heat and dry times. Jesus’ hearers understood this.  

His words are not a condemnation, but a call to see what is happening before them. New life will 

come for Jesus and for them in spite of the present struggle. They are to participate in that life 

here and now. As Jesus longed for his baptismal completion, so we long for and work towards 

helping the world to be as God sees it; as God sees us: beloved! 
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If Jesus’ baptism moves the faithful to new life, could our difficult, yet faithful, conversations, 

decisions, and our actions lead to new life for us, for the community of faith, for the Church, and 

for the world? Why do we shy away from the hard conversations in favor of maintaining a status 

quo when Jesus brings a new life in which we might live together now? 
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