
Pentecost 13 

The essence of Christianity is that one is a follower of Jesus of Nazareth. You believe he restores our 

relationship with God; and that in his life and ministry he guides us as how to live. In this regard we 

follow his teaching – like the golden rule or that teaching we have had in recent Sundays about our 

possessions. Such teaching seems right; it resonates with what is good - not easy mind you; but we 

can understand what Jesus is on about in this teaching. It makes sense this kingdom of heaven he 

speaks of will require a new way of living.  

The teaching we have just heard, however, leaves us wondering – that can’t be right. There has been 

some mistake. This is not the Jesus I know .. .  perhaps even, do I want to follow such a person?   

In our reading today Jesus says:  

“Do you think I came to bring peace to the world? No, I tell you, but rather division”. 

 Then he goes on to specify the nature of that division: 

“From now on five in one household will be 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.” 

Surely this cannot be right?  

Jesus, heralded since his birth as the “Prince of Peace”, cannot be saying he has come to bring 

division.  . .  that is, anything but peace.  Jesus is the reconciler, the one who brings us together. He is 

the one who encourages us to love our enemies and do good to those who hate you. To bring 

division seems to be totally out of character. There is something wrong.  

Our standard response is to avoid this text and focus on another reading. Seasons of the Spirit, the 

lectionary guide we use, unhelpfully does this today. So let’s avoid what seems to be a blot on the 

character of Jesus, and just move on. Alternatively, we may wish to say this is a later insertion in the 

gospel. It is not really a statement of Jesus at all. Some well meaning editor has just put it in. So we 

can dismiss it. Or we may read something from the context of these words which diminishes the 

force of what is proving to be a very awkward.  

Here, however, the context is actually quite interesting. And I by the way don’t think we can avoid 

what Jesus is saying.   

This chapter, chapter 12 of Luke is virtually all teaching or stories told by Jesus. However, one needs 

to note to whom are all these words, all this teaching addressed. It certainly seems that this passage 

was not teaching which was told to everyone – like the story of the rich fool we had a couple of 

weeks ago. This passage arose in the context of Peter asking if the story of the watchful servants 

waiting for the bridegroom to return at midnight was just for the disciples, or was that story for 

everyone? Jesus answers Peter, by making much of the fact that the disciples have a particular 

responsibility in the spreading of the gospel.  He says “From everyone to whom much has been 



given, much will be required; and from the one to whom much is entrusted, even more will be 

demanded.” (Lk 12:48)  

You see this difficult piece of teaching is not for general consumption; it is not for the crowds; nor is 

it the opening gambit in a new mission. It is a teaching for just the inner circle, the disciples; a 

reminder that following Jesus can be difficult and fraught. This is something of the cross we have to 

take up, if we follow Jesus.    

However, can we then make any sense of the teaching itself?  

I think we can, and the clue is in the illustration that Jesus gives of the sort of division he will bring 

about. It is a domestic scene. He speaks of a household – three against two, two against three. 

Literally the very structure of the family is split apart, and one would assume no longer viable. Then 

he gives specific examples of such division. Fathers, mothers, parents will be against their children, 

against their sons and daughters. Again it is another example from family life. It is suggested - and I 

believe this suggestion has merit – that what Jesus is actually referring to is the power of the social 

dynamic of the family structure in his day. The relationships highlighted in his examples are not 

between, say husbands and wives, or a squabble among the children – that sort of dispute. All of the 

divisions are between the generations.  

How was the then social structure maintained? It was enforced down through the generations. One 

generation had the power over the next generation. The examples given however, throw up the 

prospect that that very powerful social institution of the family is being questioned by the younger 

generation. In Palestinian culture then, and in many cultures still today, the family and the clan, the 

grouping of families, hold the social power – and determine all aspects of a person’s life.  And that 

power was exercised and perpetuated from one generation to the next. You would always be 

expected to do what your elders said: what you did in life, what your trade or career was, where you 

lived – and particularly, whom you married. Whom you married perpetuated the dynasty. Whom 

you married – as we see still in the royal houses of whatever culture you may choose today – 

determines the future and the status of that royal house. Such social structures are powerful 

institutions . . . and are enforced between generations.  

So you may have always wondered why a mother in law got into the picture here. It seems a bit odd.  

Well, that tells you that there is also a dispute, a division, over marriage. Typically, in the sort of 

culture I have described, the most powerless person in the family is the new wife, the daughter in 

law. She is on the scene for the benefit of her husband’s family. And the mother in law, the mother 

of the husband, has the power over her. Apart from the story of Naomi and Ruth, which presents a 

loving relationship between a mother in law and daughter in law (an important part of the impact of 

that story), there is only this reference, and one by the prophet Micah, to mothers in law in all of 

scripture.  

Jesus is stepping into some interesting territory here. Jesus I believe is saying that some, perhaps 

many, social structures are not built on kingdom values, on values of mutual love and respect, of the 

fullness of life for all, of equality; but rather perpetuate social power and domination. And so here is 

the rub. Do you just continue to accept such unjust systems? Are they to be taken for granted; are 

indeed to be just like the air we breathe; are a part of who we are. Or are they to be challenged, 

transformed and offer new life.   



Jesus on several occasions in his ministry confronts the power of family; like when we use that word 

in talking about the mafia. He is not always warm and fuzzy towards what we might call traditional 

family values.  Remember at one point family representatives were sent to retrieve him from his 

ministry – he had just become too much of an embarrassment, and they wanted him home. Then on 

another occasion he said, that his followers were his family, not those blood relations whom we 

would assume were all carrying those social expectations. The nature of relationships, even family 

relationships, can be different in the kingdom of heaven.  And at that point there can be tension and 

division. Challenging unjust social structures is hard. It is not a “there, there” all will be well sort of 

issue, and in God’s time it will somehow be different.  Jesus with passion and zeal rather says  

“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! . . do you think 

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

I think this is all a significant personal challenge. This observation of Jesus applied to say the teaching 

we have seen over the last couple of Sundays on possessions, has an edge to it. Yes his teaching is 

about how we can live the good life, and change our relationship with God, but when you mix that 

with our social reality of having many possessions say – it is challenging, confronting, and possibly 

even divisive. There are vested interests at stake. And in the history of the Christian church and its 

living out of Christ’s kingdom values in such areas as say slavery, or the rights of women and girls, or 

of asylum seekers, or ironically about peace between nations, it has hardly ever been without 

division. Not that we seek to create division; or that we are necessarily right if no one likes us and 

people oppose us. But the way of Christ can be difficult and vexed.  

Here the story of what happed with slavery is a frightening tale – not only of the degradation of lives 

of our fellow human beings through this vile institution, but also how hard and difficult it was 

actually to confront that issue because so many benefited and lived off the practice. (Including it 

could be said we today in the West as opposed to those nations of Africa.)  In the United States a 

whole structure and system of government was established to just avoid having to confront this 

question, until it could only be dealt with in the context of a bloody civil war with horrendous 

violence and huge loss of life. Again and again it was argued that the greater good was to have so 

called peace, rather than have the vile practice challenged, and eliminated.  

Jesus came for peace – but within context of his kingdom of heaven, there may be division.  Or 

perhaps more positively, Jesus leads us into contexts which are going to be difficult, challenging, and 

perhaps divisive. Peace - that shalom of which he elsewhere does speak of is more than just the 

absence of conflict and disputation. That peace involves a full and worthwhile life, incorporating 

justice, respect and love – but will involve determination and commitment.  Shalom, God’s shalom 

will not just fall from the sky.  Jesus in these passion filled verses says 

“I have a baptism with which to be baptised and what stress I am under until it is completed!”     

 What are the issues today for our community and for you personally which are avoided because we 

do not wish to face the division and challenge? There are bound to be no go areas in your life – at 

work and even family if you want a quiet life. Let us not delude ourselves there are not issues which 

in following Jesus can bring us into conflict and division. How we cope with the resultant tensions 

and divisions – that is a whole other question; but the kingdom of heaven is what we seek.  


