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 Pastor James has always advised me that a good sermon with comfort the afflicted, 

and afflict the comfortable.  Get ready, because you are all looking a little too comfortable 

today. This sermon is going to afflict you, because this is one of the hardest scriptures in the 

book of Luke to understand.   

 For the month of August we are going through some of the more difficult scriptures 

in the gospel of Luke.  Of all four of the gospels, Luke is the one that portrays Jesus as the 

most radical, the most social conscious.  The book of Luke presents us with the Jesus who 

wants to lift up all people, to equalize society, and to bring about the Kingdom of God, It is  

Luke who presents us with Jesus, the vulnerable radical. 

And this morning we meet that Jesus at the point in the scripture when he is turning his 

sights to Jerusalem.  He has established his ministry, and he is now turning his sights to his 

journey into Jerusalem, knowing that means journeying to the cross.  In his metaphorical 

journey, Jesus is also set to bring about the Kingdom of God.  This is the backdrop for 

today’s scripture, in which Jesus is speaking to the crowds.  Let’s see what this morning’s 

scripture says (Jesus is speaking): 

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? 



Now, if you are sitting there thinking, I wonder what in the world Cathy is going to 

say about this, then you are thinking what I was thinking most of the week too. What in the 

world can I say about this? What in the world does it mean when Jesus himself says that he 

is here to cause division?  Jesus is talking to the comfortable here.  But let’s break down the 

verses and look a little more closely to see what we can discern as a message for today. 

 First, Jesus talks about baptism. Specifically, a baptism with fire.  This verse is 

talking about a specific fire, namely, the refiner’s fire.  This is what Jesus means when he 

says he is “under stress until it is completed”.  There are fire’s that consume and there are 

fires that improve – that burn away all that is unnecessary, that purify and refine.  This is 

the purification of a baptismal fire.   

 Second, Jesus says that he does not come to bring peace, but rather division.  It is 

significant that he says five will be divided two against three, and parents will be divided 

against their children. Commentaries on this verse say that this has significant meaning.  It 

is as if Jesus is challenging his followers by saying, believing in my word will mean that you 

cling to nothing else – not even to your family.   

Third, Jesus calls his crowd of followers hypocrites.  He chides them, saying that they can 

read the weather and guess when a storm is brewing, but they cannot do the same to the 

present time.  They cannot interpret the culture around them through the lens of Jesus 

teaching. 

 I think these three scriptures illustrate the paradox in Jesus’ ministry.  On the one 

hand, Jesus’ preaches over and over a message of peace, love, and mercy for all people, and 

yet that message manages to cause conflict among people.  If we look throughout history, 

we see over and over again conflict in the name of religious differences.  There are 

disagreements, even among Christian denominations.  There is a paradox in Jesus’ message.  

Let’s look at some of the reasons why. 

 First, Jesus is risky.  There is a risk involved in following Jesus message.  Think about 

what it means to love unconditionally and to forgive continually.  It means opening 

ourselves up to being vulnerable.  We might get our hearts broken, we might seem like 

fools.  There is a difference between the  theory and the practice of unconditional love.  We 

believe in the theory of unconditional love, but putting it into practice… well, that is risky.  

The refiner’s fire is a risky proposition; we don’t want to get burned,  even if we want the 

purification. 

 The second thing that makes Jesus’ message paradoxical is that Jesus is counter-

cultural.  Jesus message went against the grain of the culture at the time, and continues to 

go against the grain today.  Think of the way the Beatitudes turned upside the thinking of 

the time – Jesus lifts up as blessed what most thought of as out casted.  Jesus was famous 



for taking those people on the margins and putting them at the center of Kingdom living.  

Think of the woman at the well, the paralyzed man, the orphans, the widows, and the 

lepers.  He turned perceptions upside down, and he loved the fringe.  This is the essence of 

why there will be division among the followers; because Jesus claims the outcast as central 

to the ministry of Kingdom living.   

Jesus is also anti-establishment.  His message subverts the norm.  He is the one that 

preaches the importance of going after the lost coin, of leaving the herd to chase the lost 

sheep, of loving the prodigal son.  Most of his ministry was done outside the walls of any 

church or city, and the times when he did go in, he was turning over the money changers, 

angry at what he saw. How many times did he speak out against the Roman Empire?  Most 

of what he said went against the idea of “empire” at all.  And here’s the scary thing to me: 

there are times when the church is part of the empire – the church IS the establishment.  

The paradox of Jesus message gets even more muddled when the anti-establishment 

message could mean, in very real terms, anti-church.   This is one of the reasons that he was 

so radical in his day – because he criticized the Roman Empire, but he also criticized the 

complacency of the Jewish leaders too. Jesus’ paradox is anti-establishment because his 

message implicitly values the individual over any organization (even the church). 

 These scriptures are important because they highlight the Jesus Paradox – the idea 

that the message of peace is unsettling; the concept of justice can be volatile and the idea of 

unconditional love is divisive. Because these scriptures are not easy to understand, they 

cause us to pause and to reflect.  I believe that they raise three important questions that 

each of us, as Christians, should struggle with: 

1). Where do I need to take a risk in my faith? Where do I need that baptism with fire to 

purify and refine my actions or my beliefs?  

This is important to think about because it is easy to get complacent, to fall into the trap 

where we live with the easy answers and the path of least resistance.  This is not part of the 

Jesus paradox. No, we are called into conflict in the name of peace: to stand up for the 

people on the margins; to love those that others say are unlovable.  So where do you need 

to take a risk? 

2). What are the specific points in Jesus’ message that cause division for you?  What am I 

willing to argue about?  Where am I willing to be count-cultural – to go against the grain? 

This is important to ponder because it helps us to define what we believe deeply in.  Do you 

know that yesterday, someone came up to me and told me they absolutely hated one of my 

sermons.  That actually happens a lot, and you know what? I love it.  Because it forces me to 

have to defend my position, and in doing so, I learn exactly what I believe.  It strengthens 

my faith and my ability to express it.  Each of us has a limited view of God, and sometimes 



those views do not overlap easily.  But when we compare and contrast those views, our 

vision of God can expand.  So we should be willing to live in division, to say that we agree to 

disagree, to be open to multiple views of God’s Kingdom.   

3). Perhaps the most important  


