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There are times we may not want to go where the appointed 

texts invite us to go. In a word - fire! Fire from Jeremiah and 

fire from Jesus. Fire and division and conflict. Where is the 

comfort here? For sure, we don’t need more stress and 

division in our world today.  

 

Jeremiah discovers it can be a terrible thing to be right. 

Babylon has conquered the southern kingdom of what was 

once a united Israel and Israelites have been carted off to 

Babylon and so begin the decades of exile. The exiled people 

in Babylon surely felt that all was lost. Jeremiah does not 

comfort them. He says “I told you so”. What has happened is 

your own fault, he says. This national tragedy Jeremiah 

interprets as judgment for Israel’s infidelity to God. This is a 

prophet not a popular preacher speaking! 

 

The fire Jesus is talking about is the disruption caused by his 

own mission. We have a rare glimpse into the inner mind of 

Jesus. He is driven, impatient for the future to unfold, even as 

he knows that this will lead to his own death, his own 

baptism of fire. Jesus says that who he is will bring division in 

households. Jesus nowhere says we should abandon any 

family obligation. Honor your father and your mother – the 



commandments – stand. Yet Jesus also says: Follow me. Every 

human relationship is redefined by our relationship to Jesus. 

We are given a wonderful, expansive new understanding of 

family - new brothers and sisters in the Lord. But this brings 

upheaval to existing relationships, especially around power. 

Jesus will disrupt the established expectations between 

subordinate and superior: slave and free, women and men, 

elders and youngers, children and parents, Jew and Gentile. 

All these structures will be subverted. Jesus was right. The 

gospel did disrupt the world, it disrupted the whole Roman 

Empire.  

 

Let’s step back and reflect on Jesus’ assumptions here about 

division. Jesus assumes that division is unavoidable. Jesus 

assumes too that division is not all “bad”. Some division is 

within the Providence of God. Division can be within God’s 

will and purpose. Jesus is not conflict-avoidant or unclear 

about this. Some division has Divine origin and purpose. We 

remember how earlier, again in Luke’s gospel, when Jesus is 

presented as a child in the Temple, Simeon says to Mary that 

Jesus is destined to be a sign that will be opposed, so that the inner 

thoughts of many will be revealed. Our response to Jesus reveals 

who we are, it reveals as much about us as about Jesus.  



 

Following this theme of “holy division” through Scripture to 

the Last Things of Revelation, we read that spiritual conflict is 

at the heart of the final Redemption of the world. The last 

great battle between God and not-God. This suggests that evil 

is not going to go away by itself, it is not going to admit defeat 

until it is forced to. Evil is tenacious. Jesus prepares us to face 

the truth that goodness must be as tenacious as its 

competition. Jesus prepares us to follow him in all times and 

seasons.  

 

Jesus also assumes that interpretation of current events through 

the lens of faith is essential. Here Jesus warns against 

hypocrisy. This seems odd at first. Hypocrites is an acting term 

meaning “to interpret from underneath [ie. a mask]”. Hiding 

our real identity. How is the disciples’ inability to read the 

signs of the times hypocrisy? Yet there is another form of 

hypocrisy which is denial. Hiding from ourselves. Willful 

refusal to admit what is staring us in the face. You know the 

weather patterns from reading the sky, says Jesus, but you 

refuse to accept the signs of the spiritual weather. Take off the 

mask in your heart. I think Jesus sees fear in the disciples 

sapping their courage to name what they see. Jesus encourages 



honesty because it is the start of hope.  

There is no gospel without hope. Hope has to start with a 

foundation of honesty. The fire of Jeremiah and of Jesus is 

the fire of judgement, of reaping the consequences of what we 

have sown. God lets that happen sometimes. It is also the fire 

of purification. We are in a time when in this part of the 

world, offering traditional church - however faithfully - is not 

popular. “People are just not interested in what we are 

selling”, said another rector a few months ago. A world that 

does not care about the gospel, unless it is entertaining to 

their ears, is a frightening one. A Methodist friend of mine 

characterized her church services as “stale church”. What a 

horrifying term. From stale to decaying to dead is a short 

span. Frightened of decline, many churches desperately offer 

new ideas - any ideas and novelties - anything rather than be 

“stale church”. I think there is nothing stale or shameful in 

holding fast to the ancient patterns of Christian worship. It is 

beautiful, it is alive, it is faithful and long may it continue. 

 

I do however believe that the church is beginning a 

purification or winnowing or realignment, a seismic shift that 

church historians say happens about every 500 years. In the 

earliest decades of the church, it was never a given that the 



Christian faith would survive. What will emerge at the end of 

these next decades is something much closer to the early 

church. Pope Francis speaks of small communities of real 

believers. It may be that the church will finally be forced to 

become One, as Jesus prayed in John 17. Having exhausted 

all other options, the church will no longer have the luxury of 

schism and division among ourselves because there just won’t 

be that many Christians and we will have to come together. 

The gospel we hear and proclaim through the church will 

always be the hope of the world. The gospel will stand out 

more clearly in the coming decades as the best news that the 

dying world has ever heard and people will be thirsty for it as 

for the first time. Is that so bad? The purification of the 

coming years may turn out to be very much of God.  

Jesus is Lord in the fire of judgement and purification. Jesus 

is especially our Lord and Redeemer in these times. This is the 

universal testimony of the early church.  

 

Let us lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, says 

Hebrews…So then, let us lay aside hopelessness, despair, fear 

and resignation. These things can be “sins that clings so 

closely”. Painful sin over which we may feel we have no 



control, but sin nonetheless because they pulls us from God. 

Let us let our Lord help us run with perseverance the race that is 

set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.  

AMEN 
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