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Isaiah 5:1-7, Luke 12:49-56 
 
Strong words in today’s gospel reading! Words that are likely to yield fire and 
brimstone sermons in many churches today, calling down God’s wrath on recalcitrant 
sinners. “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!”  
 
It’s not easy to know what Jesus means with this teaching. Our minds tend to jump to 
images of the fires of judgment, to the medieval paintings of the unquenchable fires 
of hell. But it can be argued that Jesus is referring to the gift of the Holy Spirit - 
remember how John the Baptist taught that the Messiah would come with the Holy 
Spirit and with fire. So maybe Jesus’ wish that this fire was already kindled is saying 
“come God bring to us your gift of the Holy Spirit”. Maybe… 
 
The next verse helps our understanding. “I have a baptism with which to be baptised, 
and what stress I am under until it is completed”. Note that these verses come in the 
section of Luke’s gospel where Jesus is on his way from Galilee to Jerusalem, 
knowing that what awaits him in Jerusalem is arrest and suffering and a horrible 
death. This is the baptism he’s talking about here. Jesus must have had moments of 
wrestling with what lay in store for him in Jerusalem, well before that last night in 
Gethsemane. So here, quite a few chapters earlier in Luke’s gospel, he declares in 
anguish that he wants it to be over and done with. The most probable understanding 
of our fire verse is that it’s the fire of his own suffering that he wishes was kindled and 
completed. 
 
Then we come to the shocking statement where Jesus says he has come not to bring 
peace to the earth, but division. This flies in the face of those Christmas angels who 
sang at Jesus’ birth “Glory to God in the highest and on earth peace, goodwill among 
people”. It seems to contradict so much of Jesus’ actions and parables, where being 
reconciled with God, loving our neighbour and blessing the peacemakers 
predominate. What’s going on? Is Jesus having a bad day here, did he get out of the 
wrong side of bed that morning?  
 
What we have here, I think, is a solid dose of reality from Jesus. His ministry is not all 
sweetness and light. His mission, to show God’s love, to live God’s values, God’s 
justice, and to call people to follow God’s way of love and justice, inevitably brings 
opposition. There are those who profit from empty religion where God’s love is not 
followed. There are those who take pleasure and power in greed and oppression and 
injustice. There are those who do not want to turn away from exploiting or hurting 
others, from doing evil. There will be rejection of Jesus’ message. There will be 
hostility towards Jesus. Jesus’ mission and message demand a response, compel a 
choice - so inevitably and paradoxically Christ’s mission of peace and love does bring 
division, does bring conflict. 
 
It’s the call to discipleship, you see. Jesus invites us to become his disciples, to 
commit ourselves to him, to follow his way. And we are helped enormously to say yes 
when we sense God’s love there for us, when we receive God’s forgiveness, when 
we know God’s everyday presence. But if we didn’t have that sense, if we have never 
received God’s love personally for ourself, if we didn’t know God with us every day, 



then, then, we could well have said no to Jesus’ invitation to follow him - and we 
would have divided ourselves from God by choosing to say no.  
 
Stewardship programs in a church can be a cause of division! There aren’t many 
church members who delight in stewardship programs, for such programs will 
challenge our faith, call us to discipleship and demand a response. And they often 
focus on money, a well-known source of friction between people and in families. 
 
Our stewardship program this month, Extravagant Generosity, is all about 
discipleship. What is God calling me to do as a disciple of Jesus Christ? What gift 
and interest has God given me that I can offer as a true disciple? How can we in this 
church be more effective disciples? How should we be more generous in responding 
to God’s generosity to us? What projects should we undertake and resource for the 
good of the church, the community and the world? And yes, what financial response 
should I make as a Christian, as part of my discipleship?  
 
I’m hopeful that we members of the parish will respond with generosity in offering 
ourselves, our talents, our time, our prayers and yes, our money, so that our church 
life does become more faithful to Christ, more effective in mission, more generous in 
serving others. I’ll be disappointed if our Extravagant Generosity program does not 
result in our undertaking at least 3 new ministry and mission projects. I’ll be 
disappointed if our collective financial response results in less than an extra thousand 
dollars a week to what is already a generous figure of $5000 a week at present. 
 
Jesus invites us to choose for him, to accept God’s love and to live as God’s family. 
As far back as the prophet Isaiah, in the 8th century BC, God was calling people to 
live not with an empty religion but with justice and righteousness. God has always 
wanted people to respond with generosity to the extravagance of his provision for us. 
In Jesus he sets before us a choice. At its starkest it simply asks are we for or 
against God. It’s a choice that may cause division in our relationships with others, 
that may cost us, that may involve some personal sacrifice - but choosing for God, 
following the way of Christ, is the only way towards a truly abundant life and towards 
the divine promise of eternal life. 
 
To the glory of God. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


