PENTECOST 10, C – August 14, 2022
SCRIPTURES – Jer. 23:16-29; Heb. 11:17-31 & 12:1-3; Luke 12:49-53

     [Jesus said:] “I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already kindled! I have a baptism to be baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is accomp-lished! Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division. For from now on in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two against three.” Luke 12
What a surprise today to hear these words from Jesus. They’re very different from what we heard from Him last week: “I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat, nor about your body, what you will put on. For life is more than food, and the body more than clothing. Consider the ravens: they neither sow nor reap, they have neither storehouse nor barn, and yet God feeds them. Of how much more value are you than the birds!” That was comforting. How harsh is our Lord today!
Why did He speak so strongly? Well, He was on His way to Jerusalem, where in just a short time He would be rejected by His people and handed over to the Romans to be crucified. He knew this was coming… and we all know how approaching difficulties can weigh on you. Also, as he neared Jerusalem opposition from the people’s leaders was increasing. They were challenging Him and His teaching more and more… and this can certainly rankle. An irritable outburst would be understandable!
Perhaps Jesus spoke so strongly because He also knew how His coming death and resurrection would change things. No longer could people view Him simply as a great prophet of Israel who brought great blessings, such as the healing of diseases. They now had to see Him as their Messiah… as, in fact, their God and Savior. This is the message His disciples would go forth with after His ascension into heaven. Their God had come to them… but as a man! And, it was by dying on a cross that He saved them eternally! The certainty of their salvation did not rest on their status as God’s chosen people – a status marked by their circumcision – or on their own efforts to serve Him. They would have to reject that. Instead, they were to trust in Jesus’ death for them as the forgiveness of their sins, and their baptism into Him – and not their circumcision – as the sign of His mercy. Those who believed this preaching would be thrown out of their synagogues and even separated from their families. Hard times were coming!
We really haven’t experienced this very much ourselves. After all, Christianity has not only been accepted in our country. It has been the main religion in our country for a long time. Going to church doesn’t make you different. Lots of people do! And, faith in God is publicly expressed in many ways in our country.

· “In God we trust” is on our coins, and we pledge allegiance to “one nation, under God.”
· We love to sing, “God bless America.” I remember one time, when I was in my late teens or so, attending an outdoor concert at a nearby park. Well, the sound went out, and as the speakers were being fixed I stood up and led the people in singing, “God bless America.” They belted it out!

· Presidents end their speeches with, “God bless America!” Many of them have quoted the Bible in their speeches.

We are a religious people… or, we have been a religious people. This is changing. But, also changing is the “easiness” of the religion we have practiced. Our society preaches open-mindedness, tolerance, and acceptance with an increasing fervency. A Jesus who brings a fiery baptism that demands that you turn away from yourself and your desires to trust solely in His death for you and who calls you to follow what God says in the Bible is not a Jesus who is embraced.

Although, Jesus never has been easy. He brought division to Mary, His mother, right away. Joseph, her husband, did not believe her story that the Holy Spirit enabled her to miraculously conceive a child while remaining a virgin, and so he planned to divorce her. God turned him from this… turned him to believe her and take her as his wife. But, it’s interesting that we hear nothing in the Gospels about her parents, or any other family members. Did they reject her? We do hear that Jesus’ own brothers – probably children that Joseph and Mary had after Jesus – did not believe in Him until after He was raised from the dead. That changed them! Jesus saw and felt division in His own family. He does not lay upon us something that He Himself never faced.
So: there are two ways laid before you today, two paths you can follow. Neither is without God or without cost, but the first is much easier. It involves believing yourself a Christian and doing “Christian” things: going to church… hearing, and maybe even reading, the Bible… trying your best to avoid “big” sins like stealing and hating and harming others, either by your actions or your words… accepting people for who they are and not being judgmental… etc. And, when words come up in the Bible or at church that are hard to hear because they do seem rather judgmental… well, you can always ignore them. Just listen to the parts of the Bible that you like and ignore the rest! Or, you can find other Christians – pastors and churches, even – who will explain them differently and make them more acceptable, less confrontational. They’ve always been around. Jeremiah, over 2,600 years ago, spoke of prophets who “say continually to those who despise the word of the Lord, ‘It shall be well with you’; and to everyone who stubbornly follows his own heart, they say, ‘No disaster shall come upon you.’” But, it will. the way of an easy, comfortable, compromising religion is the way of death: eternal death under God’s judgment.
The way of Jesus is more difficult. It is accepting God’s words as true and following them, even when they are a fire that burns and cause pain. It is believing that you are a sinner through and through… that, because of your sinfulness, you cannot even know what is truly good and right and pleasing to God, much less do it, for all that you do is stained by your sin and repugnant to God. You may not see this or even feel this, but God does. He says in Jeremiah: “Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I cannot see him? Do I not fill heaven and earth?” The way of Jesus is believing, then, that His righteousness – His death for your sins, paying their eternal price for you; and His holy life of obedience, doing all that God expects of you – alone is your righteousness. It is what is given to you in your baptism, and in the words of the Bible.
And, if this way of Jesus, this faith in Him alone and trust in God’s Word alone, brings upon you the fire of division? If people, even family members, think you are being unloving and unreasonable? Well, know this: this fire is from Jesus. It is the fire that He Himself endured to its fullest for you, and then cast upon the earth. The fire of division because of Jesus is from Jesus. It will always, then, bring His blessing… even when it hurts, as fire does. For, Christ’s fire is His presence to purify you and cleanse you and draw you closer to Him.
For this reason, the path of suffering for your faith in Jesus and your denial of self is the way of life… the way that leads to life eternal. It is the path that Moses took. “By faith [he] refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt.” (Heb. 11) It is the path that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the prophets of Israel took, and even the prostitute Rahab. The path of turning from worldly riches and honor to suffering with Jesus was seen by them to be the path to life eternal with God. God has given them that life, with all of His eternal riches.
As it says in Hebrews 12: “Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted.” In the name of Jesus, who suffered for us and is now seated at the right hand of God, ruling over all things for us! Amen.
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