Ascension Lutheran Church

Pastor Godkin’s Sermon for the week of August 1510
Comforted but Not Comfortable (Luke 12:49-53)

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father a nd from the Lord Jesus Christ.
Our text is from the 12™ chapter of the Gospel according to St. Luke:

Jesus said, “I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already kindled! |
have a Baptism to be Baptized with, and how great i s my distress until it is
accomplished!”

This is the text.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, Who loves you? When we were little, perhaps many
of us thought that those who gave us things, or who didn’t make us work too hard were
very kind people. Perhaps we thought they especiall y loved us because they made it
easy for us. But then as we matured, likely we bega n to realize that there was often no
gain without some pain. The pain of exercise and at hletic conditioning often leads to
victory. Likewise, the pain of spiritual discipline leads to a closer relationship with God.

Today’s Gospel reading has some powerful, almost sh ocking words from our Lord
Jesus Christ. He says, “| came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already
kindled! It says He came not to bring peace but div ision. And in the Old Testament
reading today in Jeremiah the Lord says, “Is not my word like fire, and like a hammer
that breaks the rock in pieces?” And yet, in Isaiah 53 the Messiah is described as the
Prince of Peace and He told His disciples at the La st Supper, “My peace | give you.”
How do we reconcile these statements?

Well, let’s consider the work of a doctor, for exam ple. Does he bring pain or relief?
Oftentimes people put off seeing a doctor for fear of getting a diagnosis that may require
surgery and along with a certain amount of pain and discomfort after the surgery. But
the goal of the doctor is not to cause pain but, in the end, to bring relief and healing to
the patient.

And so, does the doctor hurt or heal? Does Christ b ring division or peace? Of course,
the answer is both! Christ says that He is the poin t of division. How people decide about
Him divides families and, in fact, it divides the w hole Church, into true and false,
committed and uncommitted, true believers and hypocrites. It can cause anguish and
suffering if one is committed. It can cause embarra ssment if one is a hanger-on, since it
can expose our hypocrisies.

It can even cause division and strife between our c ommitted self and our uncommitted
self, so that, even inside you and me, there is div ision. “Is not my Word like fire,
declares the LORD” (Jer 23:29). In our text, Christ said, “I came to cast fire on the earth”
(Lk 12:49). It is a refining fire, a fire that sepa rates and purifies, a fire that divides the
gold from the junk that surrounds it. Our Lord says that he is the point where things get
hot. He is the point of division. Nothing is more i mportant (and it keeps on being
important, moment by moment, day by day) than on wh ich side of this division you
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stand: on the side with Jesus Christ or on the side apart from—and that means
against—Jesus Christ.

The Word of God causes people to take a stand about Him, either for or against. There
is no neutral ground. Jesus said, “For from now on in one house there will be five
divided, three against two and two against three. T hey 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” (vv 52—
53).

Jeremiah described how the division would be within the house of Israel. The people of
God were to be divided. Our Lord made the same poin t: the division isn’t just between
Church members and non-members. It's within the Chu rch itself that the division comes!
When things get hot within the Church, it's God'’s r efining, purifying fire, separating gold
from dross, true Church from visible Church.

The prophet Amos wrote, “Woe to those who are at ea se in Zion” (Amos 6:1). If we find
ourselves at ease in our walk, Amos ought to cause us some unease. The uncommitted
church member may experience temporary ease, but it’s deceptive and destructive.
There is a kind of peace that isn’t peace at all. | f we are complacent with our faith, it
may be that we are too much at ease in Zion. It may be that we are copping out on
Christ’s call for obedience and commitment and opti ng for ignoble ease and peaceful
sloth.

We are so very thankful for the great wonderful com fort we have in Christ, our loving
Saviour who has atoned for sin and brought us peace with God and life with Him. But
this comfort we can so easily abuse and use as a li cense for self-indulgence and
indifference to our growth as disciples.

A certain amount of permanent dissatisfaction with one's talents is probably a healthy
thing. Those who are totally satisfied with their w ork will never reach their potential. The
great pianist, Paderewski, achieved tremendous popu larity in America. Yet, said
Paderewski, "There have been a few moments when | h ave known complete
satisfaction, but only a few. | have rarely been fr ee from the disturbing realization that
my playing might have been better.” The world consi dered Paderewski's playing near
perfection, but he remained unsatisfied and kept co nstantly at the job of improving his
talent.

A person who's comfortable is not motivated to chan ge. That's why God doesn’t want
us at ease in Zion. He wants us comforted, but not comfortable and not complacent.
There’s too much about us that still needs changing , too much refining and purifying still
to be done.

Christ calls for a division of the house. Day by da y and moment by moment, He calls us
to take a stand, to declare and live out our commit ment to Him. And that can be costly.

Today'’s Epistle from Hebrews describes the hostility our Lord himself experienced and
tells us that we can expect hostility too: “Conside r him who endured from sinners such
hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted” (Heb 12:3).
The more committed you are, the more hostility you can expect, not only from the
unbelieving world, but also from the uncommitted Ch urch, from those who want to be at
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ease in Zion and don’t want you disturbing their pe ace. The Christian who’s growing in
sacrificial giving may find himself put down by tho se who aren’t. The Church member
who witnesses to his faith can be called a fanatic. If you're struggling against your sinful
nature, you might be called a goody-goody. If you d are to challenge the evil in our
society, you will be accused of forcing your values on others.

Besides that, every Christian can expect trials. It’s funny when you stop to think about it:
We confess every week that we deserve nothing but t emporal and eternal punishment.
But let a little trouble come our way, and we think we’re getting a raw deal. Just
remember, when things get hot, it's the Lord’s puri fying fire, refining your gold from your
dross, even as He separates you from the unbelievin g world. Trials are a normal part of
life for the child of God.

It's at times like these that we need to be “lookin g to Jesus, the Founder and Perfecter
of our faith, who for the joy that was set before H im endured the cross, despising the
shame” (Heb 12:2). It says, “Consider Him who endur ed from sinners such hostility
against Himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted” (12:3).

When we need to know who loves us and if we questio n why sufferings are coming our
way, our gracious Lord invites us to remember Jesus, to fix our eyes on our Saviour. It
says in Romans 8, “All things work together for the good of those who love Him”. God
gives us many blessings though even the sufferings that He may allow to come our way
He uses for the good purpose of keeping us close to Him so we may learn to depend
more and more.

God’s Word is sharper than any double edged sword a nd the division it creates won't
last forever. When the Lord Jesus Christ returns in power and glory He will bring peace
to His church, to His believing children who have b een purified by the fire of His saving
Word. And in the meantime He has given the strength we need to endure. He has
atoned for our sins, He has risen for us and given us peace with God. With so great a
gift we must be watchful that we do not take it for granted.

Indeed, let us fix our eyes on Jesus and stay on th e course of eternal life. He is our
good Saviour. The fire and division of the world wi Il not last forever. For the Lord Jesus
Christ is coming soon in great power and glory and the peace of His Kingdom will reign
forever and ever. God in peace; serve the Lord.

Amen. The peace of God that surpasses all understan ding keep your hearts and minds
in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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