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“Jesus’s bad and good news” 

Today’s  gospel  is  a tough one.  Most preachers,  I  hazard to guess,  if  they had their

druthers,  would  rather  like  to  avoid  preaching  on  this  gospel.  The  gospel  means

literally, “good news.” How is today’s gospel good news?! Most of us, perhaps all of us

here today, are inclined to read and hear this gospel as bad news!  It reminds us too

much of a fire and brimstone sermon. I confess that I don’t like preaching fire and

brimstone sermons! How can fire be good news? Can bad news really be good news?

   What does Jesus mean when he says: “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I

wish it were already kindled!” When we think of fire today, we often think of how

destructive it is. Fire destroys forests, which the human race need to survive on this

planet. Fire destroys homes and businesses. Fire kills people. The worst case scenario

would be fire from nuclear weapons, which have the potential to destroy the entire

human race. 

   So what does Jesus mean when he says, “I came to bring fire to the earth?” Well, you

remember in the history of Israel that when they wandered in the wilderness God was

present to lead and protect the Israelites by a pillar of fire. We read in Exodus 13:21-22:

“The LORD went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them along the way,

and in a pillar of fire by night, to give them light, so that they might travel by day and

by night. Neither the pillar of cloud by day nor the pillar of fire by night left its place in

front  of  the people.”  So fire at  that  time in Israel’s  history was a  symbol  of  God’s

presence, and therefore good news. 

   In biblical  times,  fire also referred to judgement.  There is  positive and negative

judgement. You and I do not like to be judged, and we tend to refer to “judgemental

people” in a negative way, and associate them as having too much of a critical attitude
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towards others.  In biblical times,  judgement could also be negative in terms of the

ultimate destiny of some people who were punished for their sins and wrongdoings,

and  sometimes  even  killed.  However,  judgement  could  also  be  positive  in  biblical

times. It was like a purifying fire that removed all of the impurities in elements like

gold, for example. That, I believe is what Jesus is referring to here, when he speaks of

fire.  It  refers  to  a  cleansing  of  human  beings  through  repentance  of  sins  and

wrongdoings. One of the functions of the Holy Spirit in the Gospel of John does exactly

that—the Holy Spirit functions by convicting us of our sins, which makes it possible for

us to realise our wrongs and the consequences of our sins, and how they hurt others as

well as ourselves. Such fire, such judgement, is positive, for its ultimate purpose is to

help recreate, renew, and restore healthy relationships with God and with one another.

So, insofar as that actually happens, bad news can be transformed into good news. Fire

can be life-giving.

   However, the next verses of our gospel are indeed rather disturbing. Jesus whom

Luke describes as God’s Messiah who has come to bring peace on earth and goodwill

towards all people, here in this passage says the exact opposite! “Do you think that I

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

one whom we call “the Prince of Peace,” didn’t come to bring peace, but division?! How

can that be? Then he goes on to describe what that division looks like. Family members

will  be divided against  one another—parents against  children and children against

parents. 

   Professor Stanley Hauerwas used to begin one of his classes by reading a letter from

a parent to a government official. The parent complained that his once obedient and

well-motivated son had become involved in some weird religious group. The group

had completely taken over his life, forced him to forsake all of his friends, and turned

him  against  his  family.  The  parent  was  pleading  with  the  government  official  to
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intervene and take action against this obviously disruptive group which had caused

such difficulty in this person’s family. 

   Then Hauerwas asked his class, “What is this letter about?”

   The class thought that it was probably concerning a kid who had gotten mixed up

with the Moonies or some other controversial sect. 

   To their surprise, Hauerwas revealed to them that the letter was composed from a

number  of  letters  from  third-century  Roman  parents  complaining  about  a  weird

religious group called Christians. 

   We sometimes forget that one of the chief Roman criticisms of Christians was that

Christians  were antifamily,  turning children against  their  parents  and encouraging

wives to be disobedient to their husbands. No institution was more beloved in imperial

Rome than the family. The family determined one’s social and economic destiny. There

was almost nothing that classical Romans would not do for their families. The church

assaulted the institution of the Roman family.1 

   Some of you may remember the not-too-distant past when Roman Catholics and

Protestants were not very hospitable towards each other.  For example,  at one time

some families were divided because a Protestant son had married a Roman Catholic

daughter. Their families were not happy about it and may even have “disowned” them

if not permanently, at least for a time. 

   Or you may know of someone who was born into a non-Christian family, and left the

religion of their family to become a Christian. Some of these new Christians were also

“disowned” by their family, and in some cases, the family was so hostile and angry that

they threatened to kill  their family member who became a Christian. Indeed, some

new Christians have been killed for that reason. 

1 Wm. H. Willimon, Pulpit Resource Vol. 6, No. 3, July, August, September 1998 (Inver Grove Heights, MN: Logos 
Productions Inc.), p. 28.

3



   Even in Jesus’s own family there seems to have been, if not divisions, tensions. Jesus

also expanded the meaning of family, by stating those who follow him and do God’s

will are family. Family was not limited to blood relations. Rather, the church includes

all  followers  of  Jesus,  including  people  from every  race,  socio-economic  class  and

nation. 

   Sadly,  the  church  as  family  has  also  become  divided.  In  the  church’s  history,

Christians have been divided against one another over issues such as slavery, abortion,

sexual orientation, politics, and so on. 

   So how can this “bad news” of division become “good news?” Well, I think it can

become good news whenever love and support is given to those who need it.

   This teaching of no peace but division means that God’s Kingdom is different than all

worldly kingdoms, yet paradoxically, at the same time, it is coming into the world as

we pray for it to do so in the Lord’s Prayer. It causes division because we as Christ’s

followers are called to a Kingdom lifestyle that disturbs all comfortable worldly rules,

values,  and  lifestyles.  A  Kingdom  lifestyle  of  equality  among  all  peoples—without

discriminating against others by class, race, creed, gender and so on; of treating every

human being with dignity, justice, kindness and mercy, whether we think they deserve

it or not; of looking at and treating every baptized Christian as a family member, not

just  our  blood  relations;  of  loving  even  those  whom  we  would  rather  judge  and

condemn to the hottest regions of hell—namely, our enemies. 

   Yes,  this  will  bring  divisions.  But  such  divisions  are  signs  among  us  that  God’s

Kingdom is coming within us and among us. For that, thanks be to God.   
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