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Today’s gospel is one of the hardest of Jesus' teachings to preach on, giving us images of fire, division and interpreting 
signs. 
 
This passage of Luke comes at the end of an eventful chapter which began with the crowds in their thousands 
threatening to trample each other in their rush to get near Jesus. It’s important to remember that large numbers of 
people surrounding Jesus does not easily equate with faithful following. Many of those who chased after Jesus were 
not necessarily ready to follow him through his suffering. Some of Jesus’ teaching is hard, and he doesn’t shy away 
from warnings against the trappings of wealth, the hypocrisy of religious leaders and the spiritual apathy he 
sometimes encountered. 
 
Last week Richard encouraged us to heed Jesus’ teaching on being ready and the week before Christine preached on 
the parable of the rich fool. Jesus is covering all the major topics at this point – and in today’s passage, he reveals how 
he is feeling about an even more pressing matter - that is his mission to suffer and die for the sins of the world. 
 
I wonder if you can picture the scene: Everything is building up, the crowds are full of hopefuls who don’t really 
understand the cost of following him, people are asking inane questions like 'please will you intervene in 
an inheritance dispute?' and no one seems the slightest bit aware of what is coming on the horizon for Jesus, i.e. his 
own crucifixion as a self-offering for the life of the world.  
 
And so we are given 3 striking images: 
 
1. Fire. 
Jesus cries out: 'I came to bring fire to the earth and how I wish it were already kindled!' It's like he's saying: 'come on 
people - wake up spiritually!!' He likens his death to a baptism - he must 'go under' as it were: ‘I have a baptism with 
which to be baptized and what stress I am under until it is completed!' 
 
 
And it may sound strange to our ears that he says he is ‘under stress'. Did Jesus get stressed like us? I think here it’s a 
bit more serious than the daily stress we often feel at work or home. When he says he is ‘under stress’ there’s a sense 
in the Greek word, of being under a pressing weight. The verb means to surround, grip or hold tightly. It is used of 
Peter's mother-in-law when she was 'gripped' by a fever, and of the Gerasenes who were 'gripped/seized' with fear 
at Jesus' exorcism of the man called 'Legion'.  
 
So we have here a picture of Jesus being pressed by the contemplation of his death, and frustrated at the lack of 
understanding spark in those who traipse around after him. It’s like he’s trying to light a fire and there’s no kindling. 
People seek Jesus for all sorts of reasons still today – but eventually a serious search will bring you to death and 
resurrection: the death of your old self and the creation of something new. But here in the scene today, Jesus appears 
quite alone in this insight into the inevitable way ahead. 
 
2. Division. 
Like me, you may have been challenged by long division at school. When you divide something you reduce and 
reduce, and eventually get down to the nub of it – the place where you can’t reduce anymore. The nub of following 
Jesus is that it's about our own death and resurrection, our own baptism. Death to self and being alive to Him. It’s 
bound to be challenging, and even controversial!  
 
It was CS Lewis who said that Christianity was either of no importance, or it was of ultimate importance. The only 
thing it couldn't possibly be, was of moderate importance. And so we wince at Jesus's talk of division - division within 
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families particularly - didn't he come to bring peace on earth? But every decision for something is a decision against 
something else. When you go to vote, it’s a cross in the box for someone, whilst for the other options, it’s a no. 
 
The word of God is a two-edged sword dividing soul and spirit; bone and marrow. For all the positives around concepts 
of union and one-ness, the bible often puts things in starker terms. Remember when the disciples called on Jesus to 
come away from the crowds because his mother and brothers had arrived. Instead of merging naturally back into his 
‘biological family’ at that point, he replied that his mother and brothers could be found among those gathered at his 
feet then and there. Faithfulness to Christ can even divide us, then, from family members, hard as it may be to take 
on board. 
 
I’ve met two people recently for whom their conversion to Christianity has meant a radical break with their family of 
origin – not because they themselves wanted to be divisive, but because often if someone converts from a different 
faith, it is seen as a betrayal. 
 
How do we feel about Jesus suggesting that following him creates division – even in families? Does it feel problematic 
or is it a truthful description of what happens when Jesus is our first and foremost priority? I wonder what your 
experience of this has been – you’re welcome to come and talk it over after the service. Have you experienced a 
natural division within your circles as a result of your faithfulness to Christ? 
 
3. The Weather.  
We Brits talk a lot about the weather. Some of us consult weather apps two or three times a day, especially when 
planning a camping trip. The people of Jesus' day knew how to interpret these physical signs, like wind and sun, but 
they failed to interpret the spiritual signs - and Jesus himself was the primary sign. His miracles were signs that he was 
the Messiah and his death and resurrection were there, albeit rather hidden, inside the Old Testament Scriptures - 
we know this because of the Emmaus Road discourse. Yet they couldn't see the significance of what was about to 
happen to Jesus. And when it did happen; they still carried on as if nothing was different. 
 
How do we interpret the signs of the times? Do we look critically at the news with an eye on the spiritual significance 
of things? Do we ask God 'what is happening in this turn of events, in this trend today?' The world needs spiritually 
and culturally literate believers. 
 
In a sense all these pictures are saying the same thing: to follow Jesus is a radical pathway – it will feel as though you 
are like kindling, needed to set alight the fires of the kingdom that Jesus is igniting. It will feel like division – some 
people will join you on the way, and others will separate themselves from you. And finally, it will feel like having 
insight into signs that are playing out through the events of today, despite the fact that many people think there is no 
hand of God in the world and that we are completely alone. 
 
Fire is dangerous but purifies. Division is necessary but sometimes painful. Reading the weather can be puzzling and 
unexpected. Today’s message is a cleansing one – even abrasive – but as we internalise it and ponder these pictures, 
may God give us grace to be renewed, pruned and guided by them.  
 
Amen. 
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