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For our gospel reading this morning we continue reading from Luke chapter 
12. Much of this chapter has dealt with the coming of the Kingdom of God. 
We heard about the rich farmer who was not prepared, and we heard about 
blessings for those who are prepared for the master’s return. The context of 
all of this is Jesus on his way to Jerusalem. Since the middle of chapter 9, 
when Jesus told them about his death, his face was set toward Jerusalem. 
With that in mind, hear the words of Jesus from Luke, chapter 12, verses 49 
through 56: 

49 "I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! 
50 I have a baptism with which to be baptized, and what stress I am under 
until it is completed! 
51 Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, 
but rather division! 
52 From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two and 
two against three; 53 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." 
54 He also said to the crowds, "When you see a cloud rising in the west, you 
immediately say, 'It is going to rain'; and so it happens. 
55 And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, 'There will be scorching 
heat'; and it happens. 
56 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? 

This is the Word of the Lord. 
Thanks be to God. 

 Sermon  

I expect some of you are thinking “that doesn’t sound like Jesus!” The Jesus 
who feeds the hungry, heals the sick, and frees the oppressed. What can he 
possibly mean by saying: “I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it 
were already kindled!” 

How you feel about the idea of Jesus bringing fire to the earth probably 
depends on what you think about fire and what it does. 
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If you think of fire as a wildfire that spreads across the landscape, devouring 
and destroying everything in its path, then this might be difficult to hear. 
Thinking back on the destructive fires that raged through parts of California 
this year, makes us wonder what Jesus could possibly mean by saying that he 
came to bring fire to the earth. Was Jesus implying that the earth was beyond 
saving, and fire was the form of punishment that would be the instrument of 
God’s wrath? But Jesus was sent to save the world, wasn’t he? 

I think it is safe to assume that Jesus was speaking of fire in the metaphorical 
sense, not so much a literal burning and scorching of the earth. To hopefully 
find meaning in Jesus’ comment, we should look at some of the meanings of 
fire other places in scripture. 

Sometimes, fire meant the presence of God. In Genesis when God made a 
covenant with Abraham, God appeared as a burning fire pot to seal the 
contract. Then in Exodus, God appeared to Moses as a burning bush, and God 
led the people through the desert as a pillar of fire. In the temple, the ever-
burning fire on the alter indicated the presence of God. If fire meant the 
presence of God, was Jesus saying that he, as the Son of God, was bringing 
that presence to the world? 

In Deuteronomy, chapter 13, after those who worshiped other gods, were 
killed by the sword, instructions are given for destroying the spoils of the 
battle. “All of its spoil you shall gather into its public square; then burn the 
town and all its spoil with fire, as a whole burnt offering to the LORD your 
God.” Maybe Jesus was referring to the defeat of the ruler of this world. That 
Jesus had come to defeat the forces of evil, and was going to lay waste to the 
kingdom of evil. Did Jesus mean that he would rid the earth of all the 
influences of the evil one? 

In ancient Israel, sacrifices were burned on the alter. Leviticus chapter one 
details what is to happen when one brings an offering to the Lord: 

“If your gift for a burnt offering is from the flock, from the sheep or 
goats, your offering shall be a male without blemish. 
It shall be slaughtered on the north side of the altar before the LORD, 
and Aaron's sons the priests shall dash its blood against all sides of the 
altar. 
It shall be cut up into its parts, with its head and its suet, and the 
priest shall arrange them on the wood that is on the fire on the altar; 
but the entrails and the legs shall be washed with water. Then the 
priest shall offer the whole and turn it into smoke on the altar; it is a 
burnt offering, an offering by fire of pleasing odor to the LORD.” 
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John the Baptist called Jesus, “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world.” Jesus, on his way to Jerusalem, speaks about bringing fire to the earth, 
and then talks about the baptism that he must endure; meaning his 
crucifixion. Could it be that Jesus means to bring a fire to earth, the fire of 
sacrifice upon which he will die for the sin of the world? 

Fire is also the instrument of God’s judgement. In Jeremiah, chapter 5, when 
the house of Israel, and the house of Judah spoke falsely about God, the Lord 
spoke to the prophet, “Therefore thus says the LORD, the God of hosts: 
Because they have spoken this word, I am now making my words in your 
mouth a fire, and this people wood, and the fire shall devour them.” Had Jesus 
come to fulfill this prophecy and bring the fire of judgment upon Israel? 

In Mathew, chapter 13, Jesus tells the parable of the Weeds among the Wheat. 
A certain farmer planed his field with wheat, but when the seeds grew there 
were weeds growing among the wheat. The farmer instructed his slaves to 
leave them alone too grow together in the field. But when it was harvest time, 
the weeds would be separated from the wheat, bundled together and thrown 
into the furnace of fire. Later when the disciples asked for an explanation 
Jesus said:  

“Just as the weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it 
be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and 
they will collect out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all 
evildoers, and they will throw them into the furnace of fire, where 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous 
will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father.” 

Was Jesus speaking of the end of days when the unrighteous would be 
separated from the righteous of God, and burned in the fires of hell? 

There is, however, a more positive effect of fire. Fire is used to refine precious 
metals, to remove the impurities, to make them pure. Zechariah, chapter 13 
speaks about God using fire in this manner: 

“In the whole land, says the LORD, two-thirds shall be cut off and 
perish, and one-third shall be left alive. And I will put this third 
into the fire, refine them as one refines silver, and test them as 
gold is tested. They will call on my name, and I will answer them. 
I will say, ‘They are my people’; and they will say, ‘The LORD is 
our God.’” 

Again, in Malachi, chapter 3, verse 2, it says:  
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“For [the Lord] is like a refiner’s fire… [the Lord] will sit as a refiner and 
purifier of silver, and he will purify the descendants of Levi and refine them 
like gold and silver until they present offerings to the Lord in righteousness.” 

In my research this week, I read a story about a woman who was intrigued by 
what this verse meant about God. The woman contacted a silver smith and 
made an appointment to meet with him and to watch him work. She did not 
mention anything about the reason for her interest beyond her curiosity about 
the process of refining silver. 

As she watched the silver smith, he held a piece of silver over the fire and let 
it heat up. He explained that in refining silver, one needed to hold the silver in 
the middle of the fire where the flames were the hottest in order to burn away 
all the impurities. 

The woman thought about God holding us in such a way over the fire then she 
thought again about the verse, "He sits as a refiner and purifier of silver." She 
asked the silver smith if it was true that he had to sit there in front of the fire 
the whole time the silver was being refined. The man answered that yes, he 
not only had to sit there holding the silver, but he also had to keep his eyes on 
the silver for the entire time it was in the fire. If the silver was left even a 
moment too long in the flames, it would be destroyed. 

The woman was silent for a moment. Then she asked the silver smith, "How 
do you know when the silver is fully refined?" He smiled at her and answered, 
"Oh, that's easy, when I see my image in it." 

Maybe, the fire that Jesus wants to bring to the earth is not the fire that 
consumes everything it its path, but the refiner’s fire. The fire that can take 
each of us and burn away the impurity of our sin. The fire carefully applied 
and monitored by the one who came to save us all, the fire that removes the 
impurities of our sinful nature and brings out in us the image of God in which 
we are created. The fire that purifies our heart that we might present 
ourselves to God as an offering in righteousness. 

 

Let us pray: 

Lord Jesus Christ, place in each of us your refining fire, that each and every 
one of us might be made pure and holy. That our sin might be burned away 
and we might show forth the righteous image of God to the world. 

Amen. 

 


