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Psalm 80: 7-19                     “Signs of the Times”                         R.P.C. 
Luke 12:49-56                                                                              August 18, 2013 
                                            Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    In the last presidential election voters said that one of their main concerns was 
“national security.” That’s one of the reasons we give for expending billions of 
dollars (not to mention expending thousands of lives) fighting in places like Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Billions of dollars more were spent as well as for what we term 
“foreign aid” to secure our national interests in places like Israel, Egypt, Yemen, 
Saudi Arabia. It is hoped that the wars fought ‘over there’ will enable us to have 
greater security on our national soil, resulting in less day-to-day fear. Of course, a 
few dollars expended to create ‘friendly dependency and obligation’ will not hurt 
our security cause either. 
    It appears we will do almost anything - spend almost any amount of money - to 
achieve a feeling of security. But given that more of us are killed, or seriously 
injured by un-secured falling TV sets in the US each year than terrorist’s attacks – 
even counting 2001 …. And given that each year ten times more of our citizens die 
from firearms than from those who died in the twin towers -  well, how secure are 
we really from the risks of life? 
    I passed by a church some time ago that had a sign out front. The sign read, 
“Find Security in Insecure Times.” I think I know what that church sign was trying 
to address: They seemed to be offering the security that is to be found in the 
church in our presumed insecure age. But that means the preacher was not likely 
addressing this passage from today’s gospel from the 12th chapter of Luke – 
because there is no security here! 
    For some time now in the 12th chapter of Luke, Jesus has been hammering his 
followers with demands. Every time he talks at this point in the Gospel of Luke, 
Jesus seems to be raising the bar of discipleship just a little bit more. He has 
warned everyone to get ready for the the coming of the Son of Man. And now he 
chastens everyone for their ignorance as to the ‘signs of the times.’ 
    He has just related the parable of the rich fool who selfishly stored up his 
wealth to prepare for the future. He has cautioned about being “anxious about 
life” and has instructed us to rather put effort into ‘building treasure in heaven.’ 
Then he offers words on “watchfulness” and “faithfulness” during these times of 
waiting. In short, this time is a time of crisis, demanding change and disrupted 
lives. These are all troubling verses, where Jesus is talking about troubling times, 
and Jesus doesn’t hold any punches! 
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    Then, in today’s gospel lesson Jesus switches to the first person singular. He 
gives a disturbing description of divided families: children are set against their 
parents, and parents against their children…. 
    What is Jesus talking about when he wishes there were “fire” and “baptism?”  
Fire is a favorite Lukan image for judgment (3:19-16; 17:29). Fire destroys – 
certainly, but is also used sometimes to refine and purge out impurities. Likewise 
this “baptism” referred to in Luke must be something akin to the baptism that is 
spoken of in Mark’s gospel, which is a reference to Jesus’ death. 
    The mission that Jesus is on is one of great danger and crises. And yet, the 
amazing thing here is that Jesus is calling his followers to be engaged in that very 
same mission. Jesus is provoking disruption and crises that he promises will lead 
to division – division even in families. 
     Of course, we had been warned about this earlier in Luke…. When, as an infant, 
Jesus was presented at the temple, it was prophesied that he would be “destined 
for the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed” 
(Lk. 2:34). So right from the beginning, when he was still a baby, Jesus provoked 
disruption and dislocation – that idea is quite a challenge for us…. 
     Yet, from the beginning Luke also promised peace with the advent of Jesus (Lk. 
1:79).  After all, were not the 70 commissioned to preach “peace?”  But now in 
this passage, Jesus speaks of conflict, of crisis and rejection. So whatever the idea 
of peace means with Jesus, it seems to be “peace” that is accompanied by, and 
preceded by much change, and even conflict. 
     Apparently that is why Jesus calls upon the people to wake up and pay 
attention. Jesus acknowledges that they are good at figuring out ‘the signs in the 
sky’ related to predicting the weather. So should they not be able to also discern 
‘the signs of the times’ and the events that are swirling around Jesus? Jesus will 
bring peace, but it will be a peace that is preceded by change, disruption, self-
examination and repentance. 
    So how are they and we to reconcile these images of threat, judgment, and 
crisis with other images of Jesus as reconciler, the peacemaker and the gracious 
Savior? Maybe we don’t…. Maybe we cannot! Maybe these conflicting images are 
intended to be reflected off one another as a reminder of the tension between 
grace and judgment, between freedom and accountability. Maybe they can only 
be reconciled by the cross. 
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    Recently I saw the results of one of those religion and health studies that 
sometimes are done in medical research centers these days. Some doctors and 
research students had collected and collated the results of a study of the 
relationship between frequent church attendance and health. It was noted that 
one of their findings was that people who attended church regularly, as opposed 
to attended church infrequently or not at all, enjoyed lower blood pressure. 
   Now I don’t know your attitude or state of mind about being in this service of 
worship this morning, but at least you ought to be pleased this service has a good 
effect on your blood pressure – yours, not mine. Of course, worship must be 
relaxing – something I have witnessed through the years by the number of closed 
eyes out there when I am preaching. 
    However, I wonder if today’s Gospel had the same effect on your hypertension 
as it did on mine? Whatever purpose Jesus had in saying the things he says to us 
in today’s Gospel, it could not have been to promote better cardiovascular health! 
 “I have come to bring fire to the earth, and wish the conflagration had already 
been ignited!” – That’s how Jesus opens his sermon. Did you too feel your 
diastolic and systolic readings increasing? How’s your pulse rate? 
    That’s not a very soothing beginning to a sermon. And from the sermon goes 
“downhill” from there. Jesus asks a rhetorical question: “Do you think that I have 
come to bring peace on earth?”  
   Well yea…! Weren’t we told by the angels, that when you were born, Jesus, that 
your birth would lead to “peace on earth? But Jesus answers his own question 
with a loud, “No!” He says that he has come to provoke division rather than unity. 
He prophesies that after him, homes will be wrecked, families will be split apart, 
and children will turn against their parents. 
    We live in a time of much marital discord and family stress. Divorce rates have 
never been higher than in our age. Family courts are swamped with problem 
children and problem parents. Frankly, it’s a sad and chaotic social situation. 
    And yet Jesus is not talking about any of that. He appears to be addressing 
himself to his followers, to his own disciples. He is telling them that they will have 
family division, not because they have done something wrong as spouses or as 
parents. Rather there will be family division as a result of following him. 
    I serve on the Committee of Preparation for our Central Florida Presbytery.  We 
have one ‘Inquirer’ who has been trying to go to seminary to be ordained as a 
teaching elder for six years. He has felt the call for ordained ministry, and even 
received a couple of offers of scholarships from two seminaries. But after six 
years, he has still not been able to attend because of family issues. 
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    He and his wife have been divorced for nearly a decade; because his former 
wife has issues with drug and alcohol abuse, he has primary custody of their now-
teenage daughter. Yet, every time he tries to take his daughter and move from 
the state to attend seminary, his ex-wife takes him to court. This Inquirer’s “call to 
follow Jesus” is causing even deeper division and resentment in his “family,” so he 
and his daughter have been suffering emotionally and financially for six years. 
How could it be that the “Prince of Peace” could have this sort of disruptive effect 
upon his followers? 
    Looking through the catalogues for church construction companies that come 
across my desk, it can be noted that one the most popular new names for new 
church buildings these days is what are called “family life centers.” Not many 
congregations are building sanctuaries, educational buildings or even fellowship 
halls these days.  Likewise not too many Christian congregations call themselves a 
“church” any more, and fewer want to be identified with a denomination, even if 
they are affiliated with one. Now they call themselves “clubs,” or “Fellowships,” 
or “assemblies.” And the buildings are all called centers: worship center, 
educational center, family life center. 
    Unlike the congregations I have served for thirty-six years, present day 
congregations are not investing in fancy pipe or electronic organs, and they are 
not refurbishing their sanctuaries. They are not even building fellowship halls 
which used to be equipped like gymnasiums. Instead they call such facilities, “the 
Family Life Center.” 
    Furthermore, there are those who are always espousing that we need to return 
to “family values.” But how does all of that fit in with what Jesus saying here 
about he has come to split up families? How can it be that the one who came to 
bring peace provokes such division? Where is the security in all of that? Where is 
the security even in our families? 
    The late William Sloane Coffin said in a sermon one Sunday: “I don’t see how 
we attract people to the Christian faith by appealing to their basic self- interests 
and self-centeredness and end up with the religion of Jesus. Jesus just doesn’t do 
that sort of thing.” What I think he meant was that Jesus was far more honest 
about the cost of discipleship. And that applies to our notions of security. 
    The gospel does bring us a “kind” of security, but not the sort of security that so 
many of us are seeking. Furthermore, our faith does not always begin in security; 
it often begins in profound insecurity as we make dramatic changes and take risks 
for our faith.  If belief was always secure then, we would not need faith.So 
ultimately, there is no security that does not rest secure in God and God alone. 
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    C. S. Lewis says somewhere that faith is a thing of great comfort. But faith does 
not always begin in comfort. It often begins in distress and there is no way to get 
the comfort without going through the distress.  Jesus will eventually pronounce 
“peace” on his followers. But not before he walks the narrow way to the cross 
and suffers and dies amid great conflict. And he is honest enough with us to tell 
us we may have to do the same. To follow his way may force us to make some 
difficult choices. So, there is something about faith in Jesus that leads to peace, 
but only through disruption and distress. As we have been duly warned, Jesus 
often evokes a security crisis. 
    Frankly, these words of Jesus seem odd to us, perhaps because we have 
overstressed one aspect of Jesus and his message at the exclusion of other 
messages. We have stressed peace, but not distress. We constantly present Jesus 
as the way to security and blessing.  But in order not to scare anyone off, we have 
failed to put equal emphasis on Jesus as the source of insecurity and demanding, 
commanding obedience. Yet, Jesus has warned us that discipleship can be, and 
will be costly. 
    So today, through Luke, Jesus preaches a message that is difficult to hear and 
accept. Perhaps Jesus does this to provoke some insecurity in us. Perhaps Jesus 
does so intentionally in order that we might seek and find our security only in him 
and his kingdom. For our true security is to be found only in God. The same God 
who brings creation into being shall one day bring creation to its grand 
conclusion. Jesus is the beginning, the Alpha, but he is also the Omega, the end. 
    The wise person can read the “signs of the times.” The wise person knows that 
the fallen world is not only passing away, but also that it is being moved toward 
God’s intended purpose. So if there is to be any security at all, it is in knowing that 
we and all creation are in the hands of a loving and grace-filled God.      Amen. 
   
 
 
 
 
 
  


