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10th Sunday after Pentecost – Luke 12:49-56 – August 14, 2022 

Rev. Heather Apel, Indiana-Kentucky Synod 

[Jesus said:] 49“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already 
kindled! 50I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under 
until it is completed! 51Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? 
No, I tell you, but rather division! 52From now on five in one household will be 
divided, three against two and two against three; 53they 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.” 
 54He 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. 55And when you see the 
south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; and it happens. 56You 
hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why 
do you not know how to interpret the present time?” 

 
Grace, mercy and peace be to you from God our creator, and our Lord, Jesus 

Christ, through the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

If there is anything that we can agree about today in our society – it would 

be that our world is afflicted by “division.” This general sense of heightened 

divisiveness is confirmed by numerous Pew Research studies which have been 

done over the last few decades. If we just look at one aspect of our society – the 

government – a recent Pew Research Center analysis finds that, “on average, 

Democrats and Republicans are farther apart ideologically today than at any time 

in the past 50 years.”1 I am not going to get into the how’s and why’s for this 

widening division – but I am sure that this analysis doesn’t surprise anyone who 

keeps up with current events. And of course, this growing division is not limited to 

the political sphere as we see more and more conflict and disagreement in our 

schools, our communities and families, and yes, even our churches. 

 
1 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/10/the-polarization-in-todays-congress-has-roots-that-go-
back-decades/  

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/10/the-polarization-in-todays-congress-has-roots-that-go-back-decades/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/10/the-polarization-in-todays-congress-has-roots-that-go-back-decades/
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 While there may be a variety of reasons for these separations which we all 

experience, one motivation behind these divisions is that people crave unity. I 

know that might sound ironic – but think about it for a moment. People want to 

know where they belong – to have clearly defined boundaries of who’s in and 

who’s out, what is right and what it wrong – and sometimes by drawing those lines 

in the sand, it ends up creating disunity with those who think, act or believe 

differently than us. Given the current levels of toxicity and dissention that 

surrounds us these days, it would be easy to set aside this Gospel text in favor of a 

less contentious one. After all, don’t we come to church to be together in worship – 

joining with our fellow siblings in Christ to give praise and thanksgiving to God? 

Why do we have this passage about Jesus coming to divide – not just a separation 

of us from strangers, but calling out family member against family member? 

Wouldn’t it be easier to just cut this text out, or focus on one of the other passages 

appointed for today, like the great cloud of witnesses listed in the reading from 

Hebrews 11 and 12? Perhaps that is where some preachers might focus today, but I 

sense that God is calling us to deal with this difficult passage head on, instead of 

ignoring it.  It might be that the thing we wish to avoid, could be the very thing that 

requires our attention. 

 As we look deeper at this text, it seems like Jesus asks a rather puzzling 

question: “Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth?” Our initial 

response might be, “Well, yes. Isn’t that what the Gospel is all about?” After all, 

Jesus is named as the Wonderful Counselor and Prince of Peace at his birth, so 

why do we now hear that Jesus isn’t coming to bring peace? Hasn’t peace been at 

the heart of Jesus’ ministry when we look at the people that he has healed, or the 

crowds that he has feed? Even some of the Old Testament texts that foretell the 

coming Messiah have peaceful themes to promises being made. While this may be 
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the comforting image of Jesus that we would like to have, the truth is, the ministry 

of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke hasn’t always been peaceful...   

 Remember the first time Jesus spoke in the synagogue as recorded in Luke 

4? It was the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, and when he stood up to read, the 

scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place 

where it is written: 

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me 

    to proclaim good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 

    and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, 

    to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Luke 4:18-19) 

Sure, this sounds like good news to us – but do you remember the reaction 

of the crowd? They tried to run Jesus off the cliff. 

So what does Jesus mean by bringing fire and not peace? When Jesus speaks 

of bringing “fire to the earth,” I suggest we avoid connecting it to images of 

destruction or catastrophe as hear in some other biblical passages (2 Peter 3:10), or 

that this is a connection to images of hellfire or divine vengeance (Mark 9:48). 

Rather, Luke has already told us through John the Baptist, that Jesus is coming 

with a fire of purification and refinement (Luke 3:16-17). Fire also connotes God’s 

presence especially in the Old Testament (Exodus 14:24; 19:18), and therefore it 

represents the power of God to effect change in the face of formidable resistance 

(Jeremiah 23:29) as well as the power to overwhelm God’s enemies (2 Kings 1:2-

14). No wonder fire has become symbolic of judgment, because judgment is 

another way of speaking about how unrighteousness, idolatry, and injustice cannot 

exist in God’s presence. The fire Jesus wants to kindle is a fire of change, the fire 

of God’s active presence in the world. No wonder Jesus is so eager to strike the 

match. 
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North American Christians, however, often suffer from a terrible affliction: 

We hate conflict and despise division. Far from interpreting these things as signs of 

Christ’s presence, we see division and conflict as crises to be managed, contained, 

and extinguished. As such, Christians have developed a well-worn arsenal of 

avoidance strategies, which we deploy whenever conflict and division emerge – 

and we call this “peace.” 

But in our anxious attempts to conceal and contain conflict, we often 

succumb to the same hypocrisy on display in Luke 12: we fail to recognize that 

Jesus’s ministry itself may be responsible for stirring up that conflict, bringing both 

heat and light to how sin, death, and the devil are at work in our communities. The 

ministry of the king of peace often hides under the sign of its opposite. Because if 

justice is being done… if mercy is being offered… if the excluded are being 

welcomed… then there is going to be division among the people. Yes, even among 

those faithful who consider themselves disciples of Christ. How are we called to be 

faithful in the face of such divisions – when we proclaim and demonstrate a wide 

welcome in God’s family – and there are some who want to draw a line for who is 

in and who is out? 

It is texts like today’s gospel, when we may have a hard time hearing the 

good news. Perhaps it is because texts like these can act as a warning to us all – 

don’t get comfortable, since being a disciple isn’t always about peace and security. 

At least, it’s not always about our peace and security – for sometimes we are called 

to stir things up in order to bring peace and security to someone else – to those who 

feel like they are on the outside, standing on the margins, hidden in the shadows, 

looking for a place to be welcomed and experience God’s grace, love, forgiveness 

and peace. It is texts like this one which remind us that refiner’s fire is present to 

expose us for what we are – broken sinners in need of redeeming – as we 
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experience the cleansing, strengthening and renewing fire of a loving God. So that 

we can then invite others to know how God can be at work in their life too. 

There are indeed many other passages of scripture in which Jesus encounters 

people and offers them a word of “peace”. In the midst of deep divisions and 

conflict in our world today, perhaps the good news we hear is that this peace is not 

necessarily an earthly one. Jesus says that the peace that he gives is not as the 

world gives (John 14:27), but we have the hope and promise of the kind of peace 

that can only come through the power of God, which we can catch glimpses of 

even here and now. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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Prayers of Intercession 

Trusting in God’s extraordinary love, let us come near to the Holy One in prayer. 

Arise, O God, and sustain your church. We pray for all who dedicate their lives to 
serving your people. Renew our commitment to our siblings in faith around the 
globe, and bless the work of our ecumenical and interfaith partners. Merciful God, 
receive our prayer. 

Arise, O God, and sustain your creation. We pray for all places affected by natural 
disasters (especially the communities battling wildfires, drought and those 
recovering from floods in eastern KY and Appalachia). Transform the devastation 
of floods and fires into fertile ground for new life and growth. Fill heaven and 
earth with your life-giving Spirit. Merciful God, receive our prayer. 

Arise, O God, and sustain the nations. We pray for all elected officials. Kindle in 
them a desire to administer your justice. Strengthen their resolve to defend those 
who are vulnerable and to stand publicly against all forms of oppression. Merciful 
God, receive our prayer. 

Arise, O God, and sustain those who are oppressed. We pray for people harmed by 
racist discrimination, ableist discrimination, and all people discriminated against 
based on their gender identity or sexual orientation. Rescue us from all systems 
that degrade our fellow human beings. Merciful God, receive our prayer. 

Arise, O God, and sustain your people. We pray for this community, celebrating 
with those who rejoice and weeping with those who weep, especially those whom 
we lift to you now. In our joy and in our tears, be near us. Merciful God, receive 
our prayer. 

Surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, we remember the saints who have 
gone before us. May we run with perseverance the race set before us until we find 
our rest in you. Merciful God, receive our prayer. 

Receive the prayers of your children, merciful God, and hold us forever in your 
steadfast love; through Jesus Christ, our holy Wisdom. Amen. 


