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Have you ever thought about running for elected office? I wish more Christians would. We need those with a biblical 

worldview in leadership and positions of influence. But what would it take to win? Even on a small local election, like a 

township or school board, you’d have to be popular.  

  George W. Bush (picture) understood that. When he ran for President, he was famous for that line: “I’m a uniter not a 

divider.” Jesus obviously was not running for a political office or a popularity contest. He didn’t run what He was going 

to say by the PR Department, because what He says would have made Him political pariah. Please turn to Luke 12:49-59 

(p. 872).  

  This is one of those passages in the New Testament, which must give us pause. Jesus never sought to be “politically 

correct.” He didn’t say what people expected or what they wanted to hear. He didn’t soft-peddle truth for the culture. He 

expected His listeners to submit and adapt to God’s truth.  

  Yet, these are hard words. Why do we have a hard time with Jesus’ words here? Jesus violates three foundational 

themes of contemporary culture.  

  Dogmatism. Our culture is repulsed by dogmatism. Yet, since Christianity is true, it must be dogmatic. Conversations 

often go something like this, “Well, that’s what you believe and this is what I believe.” Belief is not the key word for 

Christianity, truth is. Jesus did not say, “I am the way, the belief and the life.” No, He said, “I am the way, the TRUTH.” 

You can believe in Star Wars, but that doesn’t make it true. When we say, Christianity is true, we’re often accused of 

being arrogant. But if something is true, that’s not arrogance. And if it’s not true, Christianity is irrelevant.    

  Dogmatism is necessary because without it we do not have a certain map. Christianity without dogmatism is formless. 

It becomes something sentimental and cute. Christianity without dogmatism ends up being nothing but a religion of 

“feeling good and doing good.” 

  Negativism. How many times do we hear, “Now don’t go negative!” Yet, negativism is accepted in every sphere except 

religion. The Houston Astros won the World Series because the umpires went negative on the Dodgers. If you have a 

cavity, your dentist will go negative. If you write a bad check, your bank will go very negative. But we live in a hashtag 

happy culture that demands positivity and tolerance. The hashtags #DontHate and #DontJudge are popular statements in 

our society. While it’s unchristian to be rude, hateful and arrogant in sharing the truth, we must realize that in order to 

share the gospel, a certain amount of negativity is required.  

  The fact that everyone has sinned against God is not a positive message (Romans 3:23). The truth that a person has 

sinned and their heart is wicked (Jeremiah 17:9) is the most negative thing a person could ever hear. Yet, though the 

message is negative, the purpose is positive. Sin must be treated like a poisonous viper rather than a family lap dog. It 

must be approached with an urgency, requiring immediate action. We must not be like the doctor who treats the 

symptoms rather than the cancer. If we want to lead people to Christ, we must address their sin. That demands that we’re 

negative. 

  Once Francis Schaeffer (picture) was asked, “What would you do if you met a really modern man on a train and you 

just had an hour to talk to him about the gospel?” He replied: “I’ve said over and over, I would spend 45-50 minutes on 

the negative, to really show him his dilemma – that he is morally dead – then I’d take 10-15 minutes to preach the 

gospel. I believe that much of our evangelistic and personal work today is not clear simply because we are too anxious to 

get to the answer without having a man realize the real cause of his sickness, which is true moral guilt (and not just 

psychological guilt feelings) in the presence of God.”  

  The only hope for sinners is someone to be bold enough to tell them they’re wrong and guilty. The only hope is in God 

through Christ and His cross. The gospel is good news to guilty sinners, but it’s negative at the same time.   

  Exclusivity. Claims of exclusivity in today’s culture are met with the resistance of a tired toddler pushing back a plate 

of broccoli. It’s especially true of religious claims. Religious pluralism is more palatable and this worldview rules the 

day. Pluralism posits that there is more than one valid religion and no single religion has a monopoly on truth. It asserts 

that there are many paths up the same mountain to God and ultimately, we’ll all meet at the top in our respective spiritual 

journeys. 

  When it comes to religion, exclusive is synonymous with bigot. Christians who communicate the exclusivity of the 

gospel are castigated. Perhaps the nine most disorientating words in Scripture are found in Jesus’ words in John’s 

Gospel, “No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). Jesus makes a no-doubt statement about His 

position and role in God’s redemptive story. He’s essentially saying, “I’m the only shot you’ve got,” But our culture 

likes options, but when it comes to our redemption, there aren’t any and Jesus doesn’t give us any.  

  The gospel is an exclusive message in an inclusive world. Truth by definition is exclusive. If truth were all-inclusive, 

nothing is true and nothing would be false. 



  As we studied last time, Jesus has just warned His disciples of the need to be ready for His coming when every person 

will be judged (12:35-48). Now He shows that His purpose is to cast fire on the earth. This fire will cause division, 

sometimes even among family members. Jesus is The Great Divider. Jesus draws a line that forces us to take sides. We 

must choose to follow Him and be on His side, or reject Him. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. Jesus’ coming draws a line that forces us to take sides.  “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 accomplished! 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. 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” (49-53). The images Jesus uses – fire, baptism, division – speak of opposition and conflict. 

There’s a sense in which Jesus came to bring peace, but some things are more important than peace. Often His message 

and the way it’s received brings division. The ideas in these verses are the purposes of His coming and its consequences.  

  a. The purpose of Jesus’ coming was to cast a fire on the earth, “I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it 

were already kindled!” 

  The fire of judgement. In Scripture, fire is consistently associated with judgement. However much we might want to 

eliminate judgement from the message of Christ, it remains inalterably there. “For our God is a consuming fire” 

(Hebrews 12:29). When John the Baptist introduced Jesus as the Messiah, he spoke of a “baptism of fire” that Jesus 

would perform. 

  To encounter fire is by nature a catastrophic, life-changing event. Robert Fulghum, in his book, It Was on Fire When I 

Lay Down on It (picture), tells the odd story of a fire crew that broke into a house with smoke pouring out of the 

window and found a man in a smoldering bed. After the man was rescued and the mattress doused, they asked, “How did 

this happen?” The man replied, “I don’t know. It was on fire when I lay down on it.”  

  That story strikes us as funny because it’s so strange. Who in their right mind would lie down on a burning bed? You 

can’t be passive about fire. You have to deal with it or it will consume you!  

  Jesus’ coming is like a fire. You can ignore it and you’ll perish. You must get on the right side of it and it will purify 

the dross out of your life. But the one thing you can’t do is to be neutral toward it. Jesus draws a line that forces us to 

take sides.  

  The fire of refinement. Malachi, the Old Testament prophet, said that when the Lord comes among us, “He will sit as a 

refiner and purifier of silver, and He will purify [His people] and refine them like silver and gold” (3:13). It takes a lot 

of fire to purify silver and gold, and it doesn’t happen all at once. Conversion begins in a moment yet it takes a lifetime 

to burn away the imperfections and impurities in our lives so that we can be formed into the likeness of Christ. It only 

takes one step to begin to walk the discipleship pathway, it takes a lifetime to become all that God has called us to be. 

The word for the stuff that gets refined away is “dross.”  It’s unwanted material that’s removed from a precious metal 

like silver or gold to make it better. The purpose of the refiner’s fire is to make us more like Jesus.   

  Sanctification is the New Testament word used for this refining process by which the Spirit of God purifies our 

intentions, purges our hearts of anything that gets in the way of God’s highest and best will for us, and prepares us to 

offer ourselves as the agents of God’s love. Sometimes the refining fire goes through our heart in deeply personal ways, 

as we wrestle with subtle imperfections and impurities in our lives. Sometimes the refining fire purifies us via our 

accountability with other disciples; through people who love us enough to tell us the truth that we don’t want to 

hear. People who love us enough to help us see the dross that gets in the way of God’s work in our lives. Oftentimes the 

refining fire does its work as we face the changing circumstances of life; events that test our integrity, which push up 

against our deepest values, and that challenge our most deeply held assumptions.  

  Do we need refining? Absolutely! Let’s humbly call on God so He can unleash refining fire in our lives, so that we can 

be pure and valuable to Him.  

    The fire of empowerment. This is the Pentecostal fire of Acts 2. Apart from the Spirit’s power and enabling, we can’t 

do anything. It’s imperative that we keep the Spirit’s fire stoked in our lives.  

  1 Thessalonians 5:19 warns, “Don’t put out the Spirit’s fire.” Have you done that? Spiritual fervor and fire are easily 

extinguished. That’s why God told the priests under the Old Covenant that it was a daily discipline to keep adding wood 

to the fire to keep it burning.  

  If you neglect Bible study, prayer or regular fellowship with believers, the fire will go out. You won’t lose your 

salvation but you’ll lose the joy of your salvation. You lose your zeal, your edge and fervor.  

  Vance Havner (picture) said, “God never intended His church to be a refrigerator…it must be a place where God’s 

fire falls and His people are ignited for service.” Jesus came to bring fire on the earth. Has that fire been kindled in your 

heart? Are you keeping it blazing?  



  b. The purpose of Jesus’ coming was for Him to be baptized with the fire of the Cross, “I have a baptism to be 

baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is accomplished!” Jesus now speaks of His baptism unto death by 

crucifixion, the fiery trial He’d go through when He suffered the wrath of God against our sin on the cross. He’s 

speaking about the waves of hellish curse He must endure for our salvation. Jesus would suffer the fire of God’s 

judgement so that we wouldn’t have to.  

  The images of fire and baptism have already been linked together with John the Baptist’s prophecy of Jesus’ mission. 

We also find them clearly detailed in John 3:16-17. This baptism of fire was something Jesus had a burning desire to 

fulfill. The word “distress” shows the anguish of our Savior’s soul as He anticipated what He must suffer. The cross cost 

Him something even before He was crucified. He knew what pain and terrible anguish awaited Him, but the distress of 

this anticipation was only temporary. Jesus was looking beyond it to accomplishing our salvation. 

  Jesus was going to Jerusalem and the cross to suffer for our sins, to die in our place, and He would not rest until the 

mission was complete. Apart from His willing sacrifice, we could never be saved. He came to suffer and save mankind at 

the same time. The penalty for our sin is death, or eternal separation from a Holy God. God couldn’t simply ignore the 

penalty or He’d sacrifice His perfect justice and holiness. To inflict the penalty on everyone would violate His great love 

and mercy. Through the cross, God can be both just and the justifier of all who have faith in Jesus (Rom. 3:26). 

  c. The consequence of Jesus’ coming is division, even among family members, “Do you think that I have come to give 

peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division.... We all know that announcement from the angels that opens Luke’s 

Gospel, promising “peace on earth.” But peace and following Jesus is a choice. Jesus only gives peace to those who 

follow Him (Romans 5:1). And often that confession of faith is a declaration of war among family and friends. Jesus is 

always a cause of division. The exclusivity of the gospel causes the most angst in the family.  

  In an interview on 60 Minutes, Jim Carrey (picture) said, “I’m a Buddhist, I’m a Muslim, I’m a Christian. I’m 

whatever you want me to be…it all comes down to the same thing.” But it doesn’t! Jesus is divisive. Islam is hostile to 

Christianity. Hollywood and the American media are generally hostile to Christianity. Nowhere is this division more 

painful than in one’s family.  

  Some of you here have faced this? Maybe you’ve been cut off from family because you chose to follow Christ? You 

may be dreading the holidays because you know the snide remarks are coming. Maybe you haven’t been invited to the 

family gathering because you’re one of those wacko born-again types. 1 Corinthians 7 unpacks for us how following 

Jesus can result in divorce, as the unbelieving spouse abandons the Christian.  

  Sometimes it’s an emotional divide. Both spouses are professing Christians but one is very committed, while the other 

is haphazard or even nearly anti-commitment. The committed spouse struggles with how to honor Jesus and walk 

through that minefield.  

  If that’s your situation, let me urge you to find a Christian friend who can be a confidant and prayer partner. Since you 

don’t have the unity of belief in your marriage, you need support. I fear that if you don’t find that, Satan may use the 

spiritual and marital division to discourage and even derail your faith.    

  Now some Christians are the source of the conflict. They’re rude, arrogant or obnoxious. We’re to not give ammo to 

unbelievers. It’s also not unusual for Christians to be accused of causing the division and being troublemakers. Jesus 

faced the same accusation. J. C. Ryle (picture) pointed out, “It is not the Gospel which is to blame [for such divisions], 

but the corrupt heart of man.” We must stand with our Lord, even if it results in painful divisions. Let’s just be careful to 

make sure it’s the gospel not our demeanor that causes the divide.     

 

2. Only the spiritually dull procrastinate in determining to follow Jesus. “He also said to the crowds, ‘When you 

see a cloud rising in the west, you say at once, “A shower is coming.” And so it happens. And when you see the south 

wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat,’ and it happens. You hypocrites! You know how to interpret the 

appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?  

  And why do you not judge for yourselves what is right? As you go with your accuser before the magistrate, make an 

effort to settle with him on the way, lest he drag you to the judge, and the judge hand you over to the officer, and the 

officer put you in prison. I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the very last penny” (vss. 54-59).  

  The link between verses 49-53 and this section is that of the coming judgment and the crisis of decision Jesus’ message 

precipitates. Jesus came to bring judgement and cast fire on the earth. Everyone must realize the seriousness of the time 

and put things in order in his/her life, while there’s still an opportunity. This section breaks into two smaller sections 

with two common illustrations – Jesus talks about the weather and then a lawsuit.  

  a. If we analyze the weather and order our lives accordingly, shouldn’t we discern the times and order our lives 

accordingly. Someone said, “Don’t knock the weather. If it didn’t change once in a while, nine tenths of the people 

couldn’t start a conversation.” Most of us can read the weather and prepare for it. If it’s going to snow, we stock up on 



milk and eggs. If it’s going to rain, we carry an umbrella. In Wisconsin, we’re so accustomed to changes and bad 

weather than Frankie MacDonald (picture) has become a cultural icon and source of comic relief.  

  The Jews of Jesus’ day weren’t cavemen. They did the same thing. Jesus calls them hypocrites because though they saw 

the weather and responded, they ignored what they saw spiritually. They focused on the superficial but were oblivious to 

the spiritual. They understood the winds of earth, but missed the winds of God. Spiritual externalism kept them from 

seeing the significance of why Jesus came and what He was doing.  

  Are we that different? What do we focus on? What consumes us? Does cold weather bother us as much as cold hearts?  

  Currently, our country is consumed with some NFL players kneeling and disrespecting the flag. Does it bother us that 

so few even in the Church kneel and we have such insipid prayer lives? Neil Postman was right. We are Amusing 

ourselves to death (picture). We’re so caught up with the temporal, we’re oblivious to the spiritual. Our educated world 

possesses a great deal of scientific knowledge yet little spiritual wisdom.  

  Let me share a recent raw example. With the recent church shooting in Texas, the debate has been hot about gun control 

and gun rights, about mental illness and funding for it. But the spiritual dimension is missed. The problem isn’t a gun 

problem or a mental illness issue. It’s a heart problem. 

  Earlier the same week a terrorist mowed down folk with a truck. The hope for our country is not more security or laws. 

It’s revival. It’s turning to Jesus. But even Christians get caught up with the temporal and miss the core problems. This 

world’s greatest need is the Gospel, yet we can be consumed with the weather of the gun debate.  

  When you learn of a severe storm warning, you’d better pay attention. But what we truly need to pay careful attention 

to are spiritual storm warnings. 

  b. If we are diligent in settling an unfavorable legal case, shouldn’t we quickly settle God’s case against us before it 

is too late, “And why do you not judge for yourselves what is right? As you go with your accuser before the magistrate, 

make an effort to settle with him on the way, lest he drag you to the judge, and the judge hand you over to the officer, 

and the officer put you in prison. I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the very last penny.” 

  Some years ago I was subpoenaed. I’d reported a drunk driver who’d been arrested. It was his 4th offense, but the case 

kept being delayed. Finally, I didn’t have to appear in court at all because the man accepted a plea bargain.  

  We’ll do whatever it takes to stay out of prison or not pay a big fine. Jesus’ point is: How many will apply that same 

energy and concern to keep from facing God’s judgement and to stay out of hell?  

  If lawyers and judges studied God’s Word as diligently as they study law books, they’d gain wisdom that man’s law 

can never give. Everyone has a bad case in the presence of God. If we’re wise, we’ll make our peace with God while 

there’s still time.  

  The Jews of Jesus’ day and the nation of Israel were marching toward judgement. The Judge was Almighty God, yet 

they wouldn’t seek His terms for peace. Jesus knew that the Roman armies would soon come to destroy the city of 

Jerusalem, but the Jews refused to repent. Their debt was mounting up, and in the end, they’d pay every penny.  

  From the context we know that Jesus wants us to apply this spiritually. God has a shut and closed case against every 

sinner. We owe Him for our debt of sin. Jesus’ death on the cross is the only acceptable settlement.  

  If we discerned the times, we’d know that now is the day of salvation. God is offering to settle in full His claim with 

any sinner who will trust in Christ and His cross. But if we do not settle, there will be no escape on the Day of 

judgement. We’ll never get out of hell because our debt is infinite since it’s against an infinitely holy God. The person 

who discerns the true situation will be quick to repent and get on Jesus’ side. 

  If we know a storm is coming, we prepare for it. If we knew we were facing jail time, we’d try to cut a deal. The storm 

of God’s wrath is coming and the Judge is preparing to hold court. Are you ready? Do you know Jesus as your personal 

Lord and Savior? 2 Corinthians 6:2, “Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, now is the day of salvation.”  

 

Conclusion: Jesus coming brings pressure and forces us to make choices. It causes division. We must choose wisely, if 

we wish to live and be forgiven. Yet, we often live as if it’s all a myth and just fiction.  

  Ravi Zacharias (picture) in his book, Deliver us from Evil shares this story. He writes, “I heard a cute little story 

growing up in India. It is the story of a little boy who had lots of pretty marbles. But he was constantly eyeing his sister’s 

bagful of candy. One day he said to her, “If you give me all your candy, I’ll give you all my marbles.” She gave it much 

thought and agreed to the trade. He took all her candy and went back to his room to get his marbles. But the more he 

eyed them, the more reluctant he became to give them all up. So he hid the best of them under his pillow and took the 

rest to her. That night she slept soundly while he tossed and turned restlessly, unable to sleep thinking, I wonder if she 

gave me all the candy.  

  As we look at our confused, angry, divided culture, clamoring that it can’t believe…that there’s not enough evidence, 

are we not revealing our own guilty hearts and spiritual restlessness? We doubt, not because of a lack of evidence, but 

because we don’t want to face our guilt.  



  Truth always survives and it’s truth that must be believed. When we trust the One who said, “I am the way, the truth 

and the life,” we will find the peace that He came to give. The battle in our time is posed as one of the intellect, that truth 

is unknowable. But that’s just a veneer for the real battle, that of the heart.  

  Jesus came to free us from our sin and guilt. He took God’s wrath on Himself on the Cross. But His pardon did the 

Jews no good and it does us no good unless we accept and trust Him as our personal Lord and Savior.  

  Is Jesus your Lord and Savior? The Jews or Jesus’ day ignored the evidence and it cost them everything. What about 

you?  


