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August 18, 2019 

Jeremiah 23:23-29 

Luke 12:49-56    A Jesus who Divides Us? 

 

We like a nice Jesus, don’t we?  We like a polite Jesus. A friendly Jesus. 

A gentle Jesus; one who comes with a lamb on his shoulders and tells us 

pleasantly to love one another. We like a Jesus who doesn’t get angry or 

upset or fuss at us. And yet, the Bible tells us today about a Jesus who is 

so much more complicated than that. And not, seemingly, very ‘nice.’ 

So, what do we do with this Jesus? What do we do with a Jesus who 

divides families against each other and sets the world on fire? What do 

we do with this Jesus? 

I admit that this is not my favorite side of Jesus. And what would I do 

with this Jesus? I would put this Jesus far away out in a barren desert 

somewhere. Or down on the twentieth level of a basement parking 

garage. Somewhere where he can’t disturb people with his prickly words 

or his burning fire. It’s not the Jesus I want to share with the world. And 

yet, this IS our Jesus. The Jesus with passion and righteous anger. The 

Jesus who believes in justice and truth; who holds the powerful 

accountable. Who knows that we can do better and be better. And if we 
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want to follow him, then we need to be prepared for the conflict that will 

come with it. 

This Jesus is confrontational. He is pursuing good relentlessly and 

challenging evil in the world. And there will be resistance. There will be 

a backlash because evil will fight back. Evil and darkness will oppose 

Jesus. And there will be times when it will oppose us too if we follow 

him. Our peace will be cut apart by strife. Our connections with family 

and friends will be slashed. And the longer we follow Jesus, the closer 

we will get to the cross with him. And the closer we will get to sacrifice 

with him. And the closer we will get to laying down our lives with him. 

So, what do we do with this Jesus? 

I do not bring peace, Jesus says, but a sword. “Forget about harmony. 

Forget about getting along with everyone. We are in a fight for the soul 

of all creation and that fight will test everything. It will test you and test 

your relationships and it will not bring comfort but stress.” Jesus is 

talking about stress because he knows about stress. At this point in the 

gospel of Luke, Jesus knows that this will not end well for him. He 

knows he will suffer. He knew he will be arrested and killed. He knows 
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it’s all because of what he says and does. He challenges people. He 

challenges them and reveals the secret darkness in their hearts. Jesus 

knows people will turn against him. His own disciples will turn against 

him and flee. He can see it coming. Imagine the stress Jesus felt. 

Then add to that stress a lot of frustration. Jesus’ proclaimed a truth 

beyond what the world proclaimed. He announced God’s love and 

mercy in an ever-widening circle. He healed the sick and cast out 

demons and shined the light of truth into people’s hearts. But it was 

frightening. People liked the dark. They liked to keep things hidden. 

And some didn’t like that Jesus broke the rules. Some rejoiced but others 

were jealous and angry. People were divided over Jesus. Some loved 

him and followed him; others hated him and wanted to kill him. And 

that division, that opposition never went away. This is what you should 

expect, Jesus said. People’s hearts are divided. No one can serve two 

masters. 

And in our day and age, there is division. There is conflict. And 

sometimes it is Jesus who brings it out. Families and friends are split 

apart by the issues of guns and abortion and health care and LGBTQ 
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rights and environmental protection. People are divided by what Jesus 

tells us. Our hearts are divided because Jesus tells us to love God more 

than our possessions. Jesus tells us to love our neighbors as ourselves. 

Jesus tells us to seek God’s Kingdom, not the power and privilege of the 

world. Jesus reveals the conflict within us and the truth of what we 

really believe will save us. A new set of laws? A plaque on a school 

wall? Or God’s self-sacrificing love alive within us? 

Jesus knows that that truth brings conflict. Whenever the light of God 

surfaces, the darkness fights back. Just ask the prophet Jeremiah, who, 

back in the 7th century BCE, revealed that the people of God were NOT 

acting like the people of God. Jeremiah pointed out how they were 

worshiping idols and listening to false prophets. It was no secret to God. 

God could see they were serving the Mesopotamian god Baal as much as 

they served God. God knew that Baal was the god that everyone around 

them worshipped. And Baal promised security and fertility. He brought 

thunder and rain and he promised success, wealth and power if you 

worshipped him. The people of God thought that that didn’t sound too 

bad. They thought they might just serve both Baal and the Lord their 
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God. Why not get the best of both worlds? But Jeremiah said, no, no 

way. These gods are different. The Lord your God is not a god of 

fertility and production, but the God who always provides. The Lord 

your God is not the god of military might, but the God who topples 

kings and Pharaohs. The Lord your God is not the god of profit at any 

cost. But the God who sets the captives free. Baal and the Lord your 

God are not the same. “What has straw in common with wheat?”, 

Jeremiah asks. Only one gives life. 

Jeremiah spoke these words about 600 years before Jesus came along. 

For Jeremiah, God’s word was a hammer that would break hearts of 

stone. It was a fire to cleanse the spirit. And in that same tradition, Jesus 

say, “I have come to bring fire to the earth! And challenge and 

disruption. Because things need to change. Do you think I have come to 

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

speaks up. He lays it down. His reminder of God’s preference for the 

poor and powerless will cause conflict. It will pit father against son 

against mother against daughter against all the in-laws out there. 

Because Jesus says you cannot serve two masters. You cannot say 
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blessed are the rich and blessed are the poor. You cannot say that God 

seeks the lost and also ignores them. You cannot say others are created 

in the image of God and refer to them as trash. You can’t claim the 

Golden Rule and then do to others something different than what you 

would have them do to you. There is a difference between serving God 

and serving Caesar.  All of these words of Jesus bring division. 

This Jesus says that he brings a sword. He came out swinging when he 

announced at his first sermon in Nazareth that he had come to bring 

good news to the poor, proclaim release to the captives, recovery of 

sight to the blind, and let the oppressed go free. No really, he said, I 

mean it. And the people of Nazareth tried to throw him off a cliff. Jesus 

exposed people’s divided loyalties. And he exposes them within us too. 

Because our own hearts are divided. Our own hearts are fearful and 

stressed. But Jesus is not afraid to love us still. Jesus is not afraid of 

what this division will cost him. Because his heart is not divided. God’s 

heart is not divided. God’s heart is set on us. And God will do whatever 

it takes to set us free from darkness and sin. 
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First, that means Jesus will expose our hearts. Jesus says, there will 

always be conflict. There will always be division. There will never be a 

place in this world where it doesn’t exist. There is no magical 

community where everyone agrees. There is no magical church of 

perfect harmony. Sorry, but if you are looking for it, you will never find 

it. Jesus says, I haven’t come to give you peace and quiet. I’ve come to 

fight. And I’m fighting for you and this battle isn’t over. The darkness is 

still there. The powerful still enslave the weak. The big still oppress the 

small. But evil will not have the last word. The fighting and the 

bitterness and the bad blood will not win. On the cross, I will win. With 

a moment of extraordinary love and sacrifice, I will reveal the truth 

about God. 

Jesus says, there will be division that only the cross can heal. Second, 

we need look only as far as our own hearts. We too have idols and 

alternative gods. We too have hearts divided by fear and worry. We too 

devote ourselves to this that or the other, to distract ourselves and 

anesthetize ourselves. And Jesus shines a light on that. He helps us drill 

down into that. To see if what we care about is what God cares about. To 
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see if our hearts really do resemble the heart of God. It hurts to dig down 

and have the truth exposed. And it’s way easier to point out the flaws of 

others, and how they are deceived and how they are hypocrites. But we 

have to start with ourselves. And let God’s word shine on our words and 

deeds. What desires have a hold of our hearts? What anger or hatred do 

our hearts harbor? What other gods do we pray will give us life? And 

how can God’s fiery love keep changing us and reshaping us? 

I heard a story about a church. Not a church any of us know, of course. 

And they were looking to hire a part-time ‘missionary’ to help them 

reach their community. They interviewed lots of candidates.  And a few 

offered exciting new challenges to the church. They mentioned poorer 

neighborhoods in town that needed love and run-down, risky areas that 

needed a spiritual presence. No, no, the church leaders said. There is 

already a church for those folks. Those aren’t our kind of people. Ouch. 

The truth about her hearts hurts when it is exposed. So what about us? 

What sword does Jesus bring into our own lives? 

We have to look into our own hearts and be prepared to find conflict. 

And third, we need to be ready for Jesus to have the final say about 
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everything. In the end, the truth will be revealed. The sheep and the 

goats will be lined up and divided up and judged. So, let’s not let that 

final judgment sneak up on us. Let’s believe Jesus’ words. Let’s live the 

truth of Jesus’ actions, that he has come to release the captive and let the 

oppressed go free. Yes, it will put us in conflict with the world. But this 

is a world of divided hearts, frightened hearts, anxious hearts. But God’s 

heart is never divided. God’s heart is never conflicted when it comes to 

us. There is no height, no depth, no power or principality, no sword or 

division can keep us from the love of God in Jesus Christ. This Jesus is 

here to fight for us. For our freedom from the darkness. And our hearts 

belong to him. 


