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Let us pray. Grant us, O God, to hear your voice, and in hearing your voice to love your 
word, and in loving your word to do your will, through Christ our Lord. Amen 

When you think about Jesus, what picture or characteristics come to mind? Maybe he’s the 
Shepherd from Psalm 23, the one who leads you to safe pastures and still waters and 
restores your souls. Or maybe it’s a picture of Jesus sitting on a hillside with people or 
children gathered around where he is teaching and everyone is listening intently.  

Or maybe you like the poem that was so popular a few decades ago called “Footprints in the 
Sand.” There Jesus walks with you through life and when there is only one set of footprints, 
it was then that Jesus carried you. 

I once had a worship teacher who asked us to choose our favorite hymn. I chose “Children 
of the Heavenly Father.” You know the words—“safely in his bosom gather…such a refuge 
ne’er was given.” The professor said that the hymn we chose reflected our theology, what 
we see as important about God.  

The Jesus we meet in the gospel reading today is not anything like the gentle, calm, and 
patient Jesus these other images project. He is unsettling. It’s like when my mother would 
come to the last straw of her patience with me and I would go running to the lap of my 
father for safety and comfort. 

Often we struggle with the ways God can come across in the Old Testament—calling down 
judgement on the people and declaring war on Israel’s enemies. We forget that the most 
repeated way to talk about God in the Old Testament is that God is “merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.” (Exodus 34:6) 

It’s easier to give Jesus that description because we see his mercy again and again—
generous in forgiving, gracious to accept and give hospitality to others, and abounding in 
love, God’s love for the world. 

So when Jesus declares that he has come to bring fire to the earth, and division, and scolds 
his listeners (us) for not being able to interpret what is needed in this present time, we are 
taken back and we don’t know what to do with this Jesus who sounds more like John the 
Baptist or one of the prophets. 

We know about division first hand. I’m afraid division will be the identifier of the beginning 
of the 21st century when the history writers look back on this time period. Our country and 
the world have known division before. Civil war is part of our history and that of other 
nations, too. But this time the division seems more global in nature.  

It is not just the US that is in turmoil. The United Kingdom will soon not be as united as it 
once was, once the Brexit deal goes through. Hong Kong is pushing back on China. And the 
alliances among the nations of the western world are not as committed to one another as 
they have been. 



Within our own country we are divided about climate change, access to guns, reproductive 
choices, and what to do with all the people who are seeking safety or something better in 
the U.S. than what they are escaping, only to find a dysfunctional system within our 
borders. 

Maybe you would interpret the present time differently. But the fact is, the world is at odds 
with itself, and the gospel for today—the Good News of Jesus Christ—says that Jesus has 
come to bring fire and division rather than peace. Where is the good news in that? 

As we have been moving through the Gospel according to Luke this year, we should not be 
too surprised by Jesus’ words today. We were warned that his life and ministry would not 
be smooth sailing and that the world would be turned around by him. 

Remember Mary’s song, the song of a young girl who would serve God as the mother of the 
Son of God? She sang, “[God] has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has 
brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the 
hungry with good things, and sent the rich away empty.” (Luke 1:52-53) 

Later, when Mary and Joseph brought baby Jesus to the temple for his dedication, the old 
man Simeon warned Mary saying, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of 
many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will 
be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul, too.”  (Luke 2:34b-35) 

John the baptizer declared that “[Jesus] will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His 
winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his 
granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” (Luke 316b-17) 

And today’s passage isn’t the first we have seen Jesus live out these prophesies. When Jesus 
cast out the legion of demons from the wild Garasene man who lived among the tombs, the 
man’s community was afraid of Jesus when they saw their neighbor calm and clothed and 
in his right mind. 

Jesus’ sermon in chapter 6—which we will hear later on this fall—blesses the poor and 
hungry and despised and brings woes upon the rich and satisfied and joyful.  

This summer we have been journeying with Jesus, learning the way of discipleship. When 
he sent the seventy disciples out in pairs to declare the kingdom of God, Jesus warned them 
that not everyone would receive their message. Jesus himself was questioned and criticized 
by the leaders of his day—church leaders and lawyers—those who felt threatened by the 
way he spoke with authority.  

And Jesus reminds us today that he is preparing for his own baptism by fire—remember, 
he is headed to Jerusalem, to his rejection, conviction and death on the cross.  

At the time Luke’s gospel was written, those who joined up with other Jesus followers were 
as counter cultural as you could get. They knew the truth of Jesus’ words as they were 
divided from their families and had to be careful about how they gathered for worship and 



fellowship with other Christians. The same is true today in places where Christianity is in 
the minority. 

Maybe some of you came out of families with no church affiliation or another faith and 
becoming a Christian was a difficult thing for your family. In recent weeks I have been 
talking with folks who have told me how cautious they are to speak about their faith with 
others.  

For one, a family member is so aggressive about their own faith that to respond with 
another viewpoint will only make the conversation more heated. For another, the idea of 
inviting someone to come to church seems imposing and risks their neighbor’s rejection. 

I even confessed to our church council this week that to be a faith leader in my own home, 
as my children were growing up, did not come naturally. Even though I taught other 
families how to pray and read the Bible together and encouraged them to adopt rituals of 
blessing I did not practice these things very well with my own kids. 

What is up with this timid attitude of faith? We can be bold about praying in private, and 
we rely on God for our personal needs, but when it comes to telling about the goodness and 
love and power of God to others we can be shy. Jesus comes to us today to light a fire under 
us!  

This fire will burn the chaff of our timidity and fear of rejection. This fire will ignite a 
burning desire to study and digest God’s Word of life—found in both the Old and New 
Testaments. This fire will launch us into action, serving as God’s instruments in raising up 
the lowly and scattering the proud so that God’s justice can bring abundant life for ALL 
people and nations and creation. 

The reading from Hebrews today1 reminds us that this is what God’s people have been 
called to do and to be from the very beginning. And we are surrounded by so great a cloud 
of witnesses—those who have gone before us and have shared the good news of God’s 
steadfast love with us. Why would we not share that with others? 

Maybe the picture we need to change in our minds is not our picture of Jesus, but the 
picture we have of ourselves as Jesus’ disciples. We don’t have to be shy or apologetic about 
the ways God has been present and active in our lives. So… 

Let’s get fired up, people of God! Let’s be bold about telling our family, our friends, and 
anyone God places in our path about the POWER of God’s love to change the world! And 
even more, let us live with the trust that every word of faith and every act of compassion 
God will use, along with the words and actions of other people of faith, to bring about the 
kingdom of God.  

Rise up, O Saints of God! Amen 

  

                                                        
1 Hebrews 11:29—12:2 



Prayers of Intercession 
Treasuring your promise to hear us when we call, we pray for the church, those in need, 
and all of your creation. 

A brief silence. 

O God, you have given your word to your church. Like a fire, kindle its flame within and 
among us. Empower us for the work of breaking down walls, reconciling the divided, and 
building faith. Bless the work of advocacy in the ELCA, especially Lutheran Immigration 
and Refugee Services, Lutherans Care for Creation, and Lutheran World Relief. 
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

You rise up to rule the nations. Bless grassroots movements and guide elected officials. 
Teach the nations to be good neighbors to each other. Inspire us all to share food, land, 
knowledge, and our arts for the common good. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

You rescue those in any need. Be with surgeons, nurses, and all medical personnel who care 
for the sick, especially Wyatt and Harriet. Shelter all who need homes and feed all who are 
hungry. Give courage to those facing difficult challenges, especially Jessie, Paul, and Willis 
Olson. Comfort those who are bereaved.  
 
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

We pray for all who are beginning a new school year, that students and teachers will be 
blessed with both knowledge and wisdom. Grant teachers the gift of joy and insight, and 
students the gift of diligence and openness, that all may grow in what is good and honest 
and true. Support all who teach and all who learn, that together we may know and follow 
your ways. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

We look to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. Be with us in the tragedies and 
troubles of this world, and join us and all the saints with Christ in perfect joy.  
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

All these things and more we ask in the name of our risen Lord, Jesus Christ, by the power 
of your Holy Spirit. 
Amen. 


