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Sermon        Sunday 18 August 2019 
 
 
Lessons  Hebrews 11: 29 – 12: 2  St Luke 12: 49 – 56 
 
 
 
 

Our lessons this morning are particularly vivid and dramatic.   Jesus 

said, ‘I came to bring fire to the earth….Do you think that I have 

come to bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division!’   

In the sermonic Book of Hebrews we were treated to a litany of 

suffering:  mocking and flogging, chains and imprisonment; the saints 

stoned to death or sawn in two; persecution and torment.   Truly, 

these verses of Scripture are serious, deadly serious, and not a 

matter of frivolity or fun.   Found also in the Gospel of St Matthew, 

the traditional translation of Jesus’ words is, ‘Think not that I am 

come to send peace on earth; I am come not to send peace, but a 

sword’.   In the Book of Hebrews, it is the saints who suffer and 

endure violence but in the Gospel lesson, on the face of it, it appears 

that Jesus incites violence. 
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There is violence in Scripture; violence that is instructed by God, the 

Eternal One.   In the Tanakh, the Old Testament, in the Book of 

Numbers the LORD spoke to Moses saying, ‘Avenge the Israelites on 

the Midianites!’   Moses instructed soldiers from the tribes of Israel 

to kill every male and every mother.    

 

It is a recurring charge against religion that it is the cause of division 

and violence, suffering and death.   In the opening chapters of the 

Gospel of Luke, the new-born infant, eight days old, is taken to the 

temple by his parents for circumcision.   The righteous and devout 

priest, Simeon, holds the child in his arms and blesses Mary with 

these haunting words: 

 
 This child is destined for the falling and rising of many  

in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that  
the inner thoughts of many will be revealed – and a sword  
will pierce your own soul too. 
 

 
What are we to make of this violent language?   Did Jesus not say 

that He would divide families:  father against son, son against father, 
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mother against daughter and daughter against mother?   We live in 

an age in which religion is often identified as the source of human 

misery and suffering.   Jesus said, ‘I am come not to send peace, but 

a sword’. 

 

The twenty-first century has begun with Islamic State fighters 

rampaging across the Middle East and Isis sympathisers have 

attacked soft targets on European soil.   The ardent atheist Richard 

Dawkins said that ‘only religious faith is a strong enough force to 

motivate such utter madness in otherwise sane and decent people’.    

 

However, most often, there is more to history, events and words 

than meets the eye.   In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 

so-called European wars of religion led to the slaughter of 35% of the 

population of central Europe.   It has been claimed that Protestants 

and Catholics were so inflamed by theological passion, by the 

differences of the Reformation, that they butchered one another.   

The historian, Karen Armstrong, says that if these were truly wars of 
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religion, we would not expect to find Protestant and Catholics 

fighting on the same side.   These wars, she said, are the birth pangs 

of the modern nation-state.   So, not wars of religion, though religion 

may have been part of the mix. 

 

What may we say of violence the twentieth century?   The greatest 

atrocities of last century were secular:  Nazi Germany, Stalin’s Russia, 

Mao Zedung’s China and Pol Pot’s Cambodia.   In Russia alone, 

Stalin’s atheist regime was responsible for the deaths of eighteen 

million of his fellow citizens.   Today one of the darkest places to live 

is in the atheist regime of North Korea.   We must not let secular 

voices claim that religion is the source of violence in the world.   The 

satirist, broadcaster and editor of the current affairs magazine 

Private Eye, Ian Hislop is a practising Anglican.   In typical style, Hislop 

said, ‘I’ve tried atheism, but I can’t stick it.   I keep having doubts’.   

The source of human violence is the human heart; it is what lies in 

here. 
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What of Jesus’ words, ‘Not peace, but division; not peace, but a 

sword’?   Jesus stood in a long line of Jewish prophets and, like other 

biblical prophets, he used allegory.   Religion is heavily dependent on 

symbolism and the imaginative language of poetry.   It is a mistake to 

read Scripture as if it were a washing machine manual in which 

words mean only one thing.   Scripture is an art form; it requires 

literary engagement.   It is a painting into which we gaze.   Set 

alongside His words of division and sword, Jesus said, ‘Blessed are 

the peacemakers, for they will be called the children of God’; ‘love 

your enemies and pray for those who persecute you’.   In the Garden 

of Gethsemane, when a large crowd arrived with clubs and swords to 

arrest Jesus, one of His disciples drew a sword.   Jesus said, ‘Put your 

sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by 

the sword’.    

 

The fire and sword of which Jesus spoke are Scriptural allegory:  they 

are images or metaphors of judgement.   Jesus did say that He would 

bring division, disagreement and dissension but it would be in the 
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name of justice.   Against the backdrop of the merciless violence of 

the first century Roman Empire, Jesus espoused peace, inclusion and 

each person’s supreme worth in God’s sight.   The actions of a 

government, of a powerful state, have always been a source of 

discussion and division.   Can you imagine a severe political crisis 

ever being the source of discussion and division in a nation and 

among family members?   Does that sound credible?   The fire and 

sword of Jesus was to measure the military and political might of 

Rome against the values of God’s kingdom. 

 

Jesus was a teacher of inwardness, of inner spiritual growth.   One 

rabbi has said: 

 
 Controlling your temper, holding your tongue,  
  seeking reconciliation, and seeing our own part 
 in disputes frees us from the prison of the ego, 
 the small self. 
 

If Jesus meant anything at all by fire and sword, it was that 

judgement is against ourselves as well as the actions of others.   We 
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are to take the sword to our own worldly values, our own propensity 

towards disputation, selfishness and violence. 

 

It is a tremendous comfort to draw strength from the great cloud of 

witnesses, the saints of the church today and across the generations.    

In Venezuela, the Roman Catholic Church has publicly condemned in 

the strongest terms the immoral repression by the Venezuelan 

President Nicolás Maduro.   Despite losing the recent election, he 

remains in power.   The United Nations has said that as many as nine 

thousand people have been executed; silenced through extrajudicial 

killings.   The bishops have spoken of the heartache, pain and 

economic and structural disaster that is Venezuela.    

 

Christian Aid is currently calling for the cancellation of international 

debt in Sierra Leone.   The debt was accrued when the country faced 

the worst recorded outbreak of the Ebola virus in history.   The 

crippling debt repayments mean that there is a health deficit; the 

maternal mortality rate is high.   Christian Aid says that Sierra Leone 
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is ‘the world’s most dangerous place to become a mother’.    Bishops 

in Venezuela and Christian Aid in Sierra Leone:  these are the fire and 

sword of Christ today! 

 

On 1 December 1955, an ordinary woman, a black woman, refused 

to give up her seat on a bus for a white male passenger.   Arrested 

for a non-violent and seemingly innocuous act, Rosa Parks set in 

motion a chain of events that would be felt in every corner of the 

United States.   Known as ‘the mother of the modern-day civil rights 

movement’ in America, Parks was a woman of immense personal 

faith.   She said: 

 
 My belief in Christ was developed early in life….Prayer 
 and the Bible became a part of my everyday thoughts 
 and beliefs.   I remember finding such comfort and peace 
 while reading the Bible. 
 
 
One of her favourite hymns was ‘Woke up this morning with my 

mind stayed on Jesus’.   Her favourite book of the Bible was the 
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Psalms.   Parks said that in one of the darkest moments of her life, 

when she was eighteen, she turned to Psalm 27: 

 
 The Lord is my light and my salvation; 
 whom shall I fear? 
 The Lord is the strength of my life, 
 of whom shall I be afraid? 
 ………….. 
 Though a host may encamp against me, 

my heart shall not fear. 
…………… 
One thing I have desired of the Lord, 

 that will I seek after: 
 that I may dwell in the house of the Lord 
 all the days of my life, 
 to behold the beauty of the Lord, 
 and to inquire in his temple. 
 
 
Rosa Parks is one of the cloud of witnesses with whom we are in 

communion today.   On an Alabama bus, she was the fire and sword 

of which Jesus spoke.  She brought division:  father against son, 

daughter against mother, but it was the division that seeks 

humanity’s true peace. 

 

Amen.  


