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Luke 12:49-56 

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 her 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 raid;’ and so it happens. 55And when you 
see 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?” 
 
 Sooooo … if you thought you’d come to church today for some nice, light, 

summer reading, I have news for you! Thanks, Jesus, for making every pastor 

squirm and want to take vacation this week!   

 The Gospel of Luke begins with the declaration that Jesus will “guide 

our feet into the way of peace.” At Jesus’ birth, a choir of angels sing, “Peace 

on earth!” Throughout his ministry Jesus offers people words of peace. “Go in 

peace and sin no more,” he says. “Peace I leave with you.” “My peace I give to 

you.” “I have told you these things so that in me, you might have peace.”   

 Every single Sunday we follow Jesus’ example and “share the peace of 

Christ” with each other. “Peace be with you,” we say. “And also with you,” 

someone else responds. We assume, the vast majority of us anyway, that ours 

is a religion of peace; peace-making, peace-loving, peace-keeping.   



 

 Then, we get to today’s lectionary text. “Do you think that I have come 

to bring peace to the earth?” Jesus asks. And, I don’t know about you, but I 

am certainly thinking, “Well, yes, Jesus, I do!” But Jesus isn’t actually 

looking for my answer to his question because apparently it was rhetorical 

and he’s going answer it himself! “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.” I 

mean, maybe some of us get back on board with him with that in-law bit at 

the end, but this does not sound like the Jesus that we have come to know 

and love.   

 So, what are we to make of this teaching of Jesus which is filled with 

harsh, challenging language that seems anything but peaceful? These eight 

verses from Luke are among some of the most perplexing verses of the entire 

New Testament. This text invites us … no, it requires us to move beyond any 

notion that our faith can be an entirely warm, fuzzy, easy kind of lifestyle.  

These verses declare, with some anxiety producing strength, that we take 

note of the high costs of discipleship.   

 First, let’s note that these words about division of families and 

households are descriptive and not prescriptive. They are not requiring that 

we create division in our households and relationships in order to follow 

Jesus. Rather, they describe, with honest and clear terms what will happen if 

we dare to take our faith as seriously as Jesus is calling us to take his 

message.   

It is not Jesus’ desire or purpose to set fathers against sons or mothers 

against daughters. It’s certainly not his will that we stir up conflict for 

conflict’s sake, or that we use his words to justify violence or war. But his 



 

words are a necessary reminder that the peace Jesus offers is not the fake 

peace of denial, dishonesty or harmful accommodation. His peace is a 

wholistic, truth-telling, clarifying kind of peace. These verses tell us what will 

happen in our families, our communities, our churches and our world if we 

allow the “fire” of God’s word to burn in and through us. It’s a difficult text to 

read. It creates some separation anxiety for us when we realize what he’s 

actually saying.   

As I prepared to preach this text, I went back and read through some of 

the gospel stories that tell us what it was like when Jesus came into this 

world. What impact did his words, his actions, his parables, have on the 

people he hung out with? And when I was reading, I began to realize, Jesus 

wasn’t kidding about bringing division! Just about every time he interacts 

with the Pharisees or Sadducees … or the scribes and lawyers … there is 

division. It appears that he, almost daily, went against Jewish tradition: 

healing on sabbath, eating with tax collectors, casting out demons, not 

requiring his disciples to wash their hands before they eat …. I can see that 

that last one has moms and grandmas out there squirming in their seats!  

The division begins!    

Jesus starts his ministry walking by the Sea of Galilee and he calls two 

brothers, James and John, to just up and leave their father, Zebedee, in order 

to follow. When others have some separation anxiety about leaving 

everything and following him on the way he tells them that they should “let 

the dead bury their own dead.” It’s a bold and divisive message.   

 Being 2000 years removed from the message we can sometimes forget 

what an earth-shattering, hierarchy-breaking, world-as-we-know-it-toppling 

kind of message Jesus was teaching and preaching. He’s not prescribing what 

must happen if we follow him with complete trust; rather he’s describing for 

us what is likely to happen if we are so serious about following him that we 



 

will not waver in our commitment to his teachings. Because, his teachings 

are world-changing and not everyone benefits from our world changing in 

some of the ways he envisions. I actually saw this play out online this week 

… not once, not twice … not even three times … but four times on my 

Facebook feed.  

 Four different, unrelated friends posted about their anger, their 

frustration, their grief, their complete and utter broken-heartedness over 

something happening in their children’s lives.  In each case, they spoke about 

how their children, one as young as six-years-old, have been having 

horrendous nightmares. Not about monsters or the dark or thunderstorms or, 

as Johnny said last week, mosquitos! No, their nightmares have all been 

about going back to school. Specifically, about going back to school where 

they will have to practice being quiet and hiding in their classrooms in case 

“bad people” are trying to hurt them. Four friends heartbroken over their 

children’s fear about active shooter drills. Four friends angry that their 

children have this reality to be so afraid of as they go to school to gain an 

education. Four friends lamenting that this is the kind of world we live in 

and yearning for a world where peace would be our reality, if not for us, at 

least for our children.   

 Today’s lectionary text came to mind as soon as I started to read the 

comments to their posts. The comment sections held everything from 

messages from other parents who also have children afraid to go to school, to 

long posts in all capital letters (which is generally accepted as indication that 

the person typing is screaming!) about how people are trying to take away 

their gun rights, to short blunt messages saying our kids need to just grow up 

and toughen up, to full-length prayers for all the children and teachers in our 

country’s schools. The division among friends and family members wasn’t a 

surprise to me … I felt it even within myself as I come from a household of 



 

gun owners and hunters who helped to put food on the table each night as I 

was growing up and yet, I also grieve the world we have created for ourselves 

and our children, where violence, big and small, is far too often our response.  

 “From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two 

and two against three; they will be divided.” Humankind doesn’t always 

appreciate the gospel’s great reversals. We don’t like it when those we deem 

undeserving receive the abundant grace promised to us all. We want others 

to be punished for their wrongdoings, while we expect to receive an 

abundance of forgiveness and entry into an eternal kingdom with God. Most 

people don’t really think their enemies are going to be heaven, you know!  

Jealousy, anger, a desire for revenge, even just resistance to change: they all 

have the potential to consume us to the point that we find ourselves 

adversaries against those whom Jesus welcomes.   

 The peace that Jesus does bring is a peace based in good and healthy 

relationships, in mercy, compassion, and justice between God and humanity.  

It’s a peace that rights the innumerable wrongs we have created in our lives 

and it is based in an equality and a valuing of all human life in a way that is 

radical to us mere humans.   

 Not everyone wants or welcomes this kind of divine peace plan. Jesus’ 

offer of true, abundant, life and world-changing peace is offered to all of us.  

But it might cost us something … it might cost us our comfort, our pride, our 

routine, even some of our relationships as we seek this kind of true peace that 

undermines the false sense of peace that comes when we gloss over the 

difficult stuff.   

This isn’t because Jesus wants us to suffer. It’s because he knows that 

real peace is worth fighting for. This isn’t new for us; Jesus consistently 

brought people to moments of crisis and tension as he compelled them to 

change and to embrace the transformation he was offering. He continually 



 

asked people to ponder the question, “What am I most invested in; my 

comfort or my salvation?”   

We might think that all this division means that there will never be 

peace. But what we are told in the gospel is that where there is division, 

there is also opportunity for justice and reconciliation. Where there we are 

divided, Christ is in our midst, seeking to bring the real peace that changes 

the world. May it be so, and may we help make it so. Amen.   

  

  


