
World peace?  You’ve got the wrong man…
Luke 12:49-13:9

The world thinks that Jesus came to help us live in peace - to give us a 
helping hand towards being more accepting, tolerant, gentle and co-
operative.  He was a nice guy, a moral example, a person who would help us 
all live more harmoniously if we listened to Him.

But here in Luke 12:49-13:9, Jesus shatters the calm, sleepy delusion that 
people have about Him.  He disturbs our caricatures of Him like a crashing 
cymbal jolting us out of the lullaby that we thought was His soundtrack.

In this passage, Jesus speaks of fire, division, debt, repentance and 
fruitlessness.  This is a summons to pay attention, a slap in the face to snap 
us out of it and notice what’s really going on with His coming into our world 
and our lives.

Read through Luke’s gospel, and Jesus has plenty to say and show of God’s 
love, welcome and warmth to you.  And we’ll preach those things when we 
read them.  But this morning, it’s a bucket of cold water thrown into the faces 
of the complacent.  

First of all, in 12:49-53, Jesus tells us to let go of the world that we all start off 
rooted in, and that Jesus’ followers can find themselves being drawn back to.  
Firstly He tells us, ‘I have come to bring fire on the earth.’  Throughout the 
Bible, fire often refers to God’s judgement.  That’s what Jesus has been 
talking about throughout Luke 12 and 13.

It’s a mission statement.  The very reason for Jesus coming to this world.  It 
sits alongside other purpose statements He used like, ‘I have come that they 
may have life, and life to the full.’  So Jesus’ very purpose in coming to this 
world is to bring judgement to it.  This world is going to face God’s judgement 
and rejection at the hands of Jesus.  But not yet.

Jesus says, ‘How I wish this fire were already kindled’ - which suggests that 
there’s a delay.  Before the fire, there’s a fire escape.  John 3:17 tells us that 
God did not send Jesus into the world to condemn it, but to save it - and to do 
that through Jesus’ death on the cross.  That’s the ‘baptism’ that Jesus has to 
undergo which He speaks about in Luke 12:50.

What we’re reading about in John is Jesus’ purpose in coming to this world 
the first time - to save as much of the world as would trust in His death for 
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them.  And the fire of judgement that Jesus is talking about in Luke 12:49 
won’t be kindled until both this death, and the opportunity for us to be saved 
through it, is presented to the world.

The rest of our passage spells out the need for us to wake up and respond to 
that.  To cling to Jesus and to let go of the world.  In vv.54-56, Jesus says, 
‘Wakey wakey!’  He’s frustrated with this crowd of listeners.  They can watch 
and interpret the weather for the day, but they can’t interpret what they are 
seeing right in front of them?!

Can’t they see that this world is running out of time before God’s judgement 
upon it?  Can’t they see that Jesus isn’t just performing tricks and outsmarting 
the powerful to impress an audience, but that He’s calling them to let go of 
the world and come back to God through Him?

Jesus calls them ‘hypocrites.’  This is not language you use to try to keep a 
crowd with you.  It’s language you use to confront them; to jolt them into 
responding.  But wait - how are they being hypocritical?  Jesus isn’t 
describing say-one-thing-but-do-another behaviour.

We’re still in the same speech that Jesus started at the beginning of Luke 12.  
And right at the start of that, Jesus equated hypocrisy with the Pharisees.  
The crowd hears Jesus telling them, ‘You’re behaving like Pharisees.’

People who are so busy keeping the rules, and being seen to keep the rules 
in the world’s eyes, that they aren’t listening to a thing Jesus is telling them.  
People too worried about how they compare to others in the world to hear 
God tell them to let go of the world.

How about you?  Are you awake to what Jesus is saying to you?  That He’s 
not here to tell you to be a nicer person… or just to challenge us to live more 
radically for social justice… or to be your sometime go to source of comfort 
when things are looking tricky?  Remember, these are not the purposes that 
Jesus described for Himself.

When Jesus says He has come to bring fire to this world, He is saying that 
He intends to hold this broken, sinful, God-rejecting, person-polluting, soul-
destroying world accountable, and to reject it in judgement with His second 
coming to it.

Jesus is coming to bring in what He has salvaged and made new through His 
death and resurrection.  But He’s also coming to throw out and burn up the 
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rotten rubbish that remains of this world.  That’s not something that fits with 
the modern spin doctoring of Jesus, in either the world or the church.  But 
Jesus said He’s coming to bring fire.  We ought to take Him seriously.

How does ‘Jesus bringing fire’ cause you to react?  Does it motivate you to 
anything?

Something that Jesus says He hasn’t come to bring is ‘peace on earth’.  
Again, those of you with good memories or seasoned Bible knowledge might 
raise an eyebrow… At Jesus’ arrival in the world in Luke 2, didn’t the angels 
declare to a bunch of shepherds that this meant ‘peace on earth’?

Didn’t Jesus Himself speak the word ‘peace’ to those He healed in the 
chapters in between; and later to the disciples around the time that He died 
and rose again?  Didn’t Isaiah describe this Rescuer to come as the ‘Prince 
of Peace’?

Well, what the angels actually announced was ‘Glory to God in the highest, 
and on earth, peace to those on whom His favour rests.’  What arrived with 
Jesus was a peace offering from God to us.  Peace between God and those 
reconciled to Him, transformed and made new through Jesus.

Jesus did not come to bring ‘peace on earth’ - peace between all people in 
the world.  The world tends to lob this into Jesus’ job description, but Jesus 
says, ‘That’s not me; that’s not my mission.’  What Jesus came to bring was 
‘peace with God.’

Through Jesus, there is peace between God and those adopted as His; and 
there is to be peace between all of us who are reconciled to God and call 
Jesus King.  Hostilities between these parties are ended.  But hostilities 
between those belonging to God through Jesus, and the world from which 
they have come, are only just begun.

And Jesus spells that out in vv.51-53.  It’s not peace with the world He brings 
to us, but division.  What else should we expect?  If we are called to be holy - 
that is, set apart to belong to God - how can we be set apart without being 
divided from the world?  How can we draw away from worldly things without 
drawing a line between ‘us and them’?

I know talk of ‘us and them’ is dangerously divisive in our day and age.  I 
know, too, that Jesus Himself had lots of strong words to offer people who put 
up ‘us and them’ boundaries that had nothing to do with good news for all 
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people in all nations.  But the one ‘us and them’ distinction that Jesus and His 
followers endorse is that between those belonging to the Spirit and those 
belonging to the world.

Jesus uses this language a lot especially in John’s gospel.  Paul uses it in 
several of his letters.  Those belonging to God have been rescued from the 
world, and belong to God now instead.  It’s nothing short of switching sides.  
‘The world’ refers to those who are still living in hostility to God, whether they 
know it or not.  And Jesus says in Luke 12:51-53, we’re going to experience 
division from them on His account.

It doesn’t take long to see the reality of that.  We’re now living in a time and in 
a nation where Christianity is viewed as a borderline social evil.  Society’s 
question used to be, ‘Is Christian faith true or false?’  Then somewhere 
around the 90s and 00s, it changed to, ‘Does Christian faith work or not?’  In 
the last few years, the question has shifted again, to, ‘Is Christian faith good 
or bad?’

And our culture’s jury may be out on that one - although it shows every sign 
of swaying towards the guilty verdict.  The world still sees the community 
service that the church offers as a social good.  But it sees any Christian 
teaching that challenges the ‘values of our day and age’ as repulsive, divisive 
and intolerant.

Jesus told us that we would feel division from the world in which we live.  His 
message here encourages us not to find a middle ground, or reform to the 
world’s tune, but to cling to Him and let go of the world.

I suspect all the modern emphasis in Bible teaching about God’s mission to 
renew this world through His growing Kingdom has caused us - me included - 
to forget what Jesus and His first followers spoke clearly and passionately 
about: Wake up!  Such of the world as does not accept Jesus as King is 
going down in God’s judgement.  And we’ll feel the division of that even now.

In the book of Acts, and in Paul’s letters, Jesus’ people are going around 
declaring ‘Christ is Lord!’  ‘Jesus is King!’  That was highly confrontational and 
counter cultural in a time and place where to say anything but ‘Caesar is 
King!’ would be regarded as treachery against your society, and would end up 
getting you rejected and even killed.

A couple of chapters back, in Luke 11:23, Jesus said: ‘Whoever is not with me 
is against me, and he who does not gather with me, scatters.’  You’ve got to 
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pick a side.  Jesus forces choices.  And He realises the impact those choices 
have.  The picture that Jesus uses in vv.52-53 that makes us feel the 
divisions with the world most sorely is of division in a family.  

Remember that when the church began, to become a follower of Jesus was 
an act of treason against Jewish religious culture and against Roman 
authority.  That’s not something that people’s families would accept too 
readily.  Still today, Christian brothers and sisters across the world lose their 
jobs, their freedom and their lives for their choice to follow Jesus.  On top of 
that, many of them are cut off from their families.

Even we feel the divisions and count the cost.  Those in our families who 
have not switched sides to call Jesus King - there’s something that sits 
between us and them.  Something tangible enough to feel.  Something that 
we often can’t put words on.  But it’s painful, isn’t it?  It’s the day by day 
experience of knowing that our identities, our priorities, the things we cherish 
and value most, are in different, even opposing places.

How do you experience division in your family or friendships that is caused by 
Jesus?  How do you deal with that?

Jesus isn’t apologising for this.  He tells us here that this division is what He 
came to bring.  So it had better be worth it, hadn’t it?  Jesus goes on to spell 
out urgently just how worthwhile it is switching sides to follow Him.

In vv.57-59, He uses this illustration of settling debts with your adversary 
before you get to court and experience judgement.  This isn’t some random 
free legal advice thrown in as an aside.  This is the sober reality that Jesus 
tells us to face about our position with God.

Remember, to begin with, the world and all those in it are what v.58 describes 
- adversaries to God.  Adversaries that are in debt.  Two chapters back, when 
Jesus taught His disciples the Lord’s Prayer, He used the word ‘debt’ to 
describe what sin is, and our need for forgiveness from it.  Jesus wants the 
crowd to see that they need to be proactive about seeing the debt settled 
instead of waiting for judgement to fall.

The good news that arrived with Jesus is that He can settle the debt for you.  
That’s what the cross was for - this baptism that Jesus had to undergo that 
caused Him such distress until it was finished, as v.50 puts it.  The whole 
point of Jesus going to a cross and remaining on it until He cried ‘It is 
finished!’ was for your debt to be settled with God.
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But Jesus message, before and after His death and resurrection, and passed 
on to His followers to keep sharing, was this: To have your debt settled, to 
have peace with God, to be His family instead of His enemy, there is one 
proactive thing for you to do: Repent!

And Jesus won’t be sidetracked from spelling that out in 13:1-5 when some 
people change the topic to ‘Why does God allow people to die in tragedies?  
Is He punishing them?’  Jesus deals with both the example He was given of 
the recent deliberate violent murder of a group of people, and a recent local 
tragic accident with the falling of a tower killing many.  Things which we feel 
some connection to this year.

And Jesus’ take on it is this - these things did not happen to them as God’s 
punishment.  That is never to be our explanation.  But He doesn’t use the 
language of ‘innocent people’ that we tend to.  He says, ‘they were no more 
guilty than anyone else living there.’  He draws us back to seeing that we’re 
all guilty, we’re all going to die some time and some way, and the biggest 
thing to consider is, ‘Have I repented yet?’

Repentance is Jesus’ life-saving agenda.  It’s what He wants to talk about.  
So for all that we can chew over questions about suffering and its causes, all 
Jesus says about it here is to rule out one unacceptable explanation and to 
get us back to His primary concern for you - repent.  Otherwise, death and 
separation from God forever is your end.

We’ve talked so many times about what repentance is - turning around to 
walk to God instead of away from Him; letting Jesus lead you there.  This 
week, I thought I’d read you someone else’s explanation that I found helpful.  
This is from Darrell Bock:

‘Before one repents, one is not concerned about being related rightly to God.  
With repentance comes a change of mind that affects a change of direction, 
since one’s orientation of life is directed in faith to God.’  That’s the thing that 
needs to happen in a person’s life if they are to have debts settled, peace 
with God, and roots in a dying world torn up.

So if I ask you, ‘have you repented?’ would you say yes?  Would you say it 
too casually and thoughtlessly?  Take a moment to work this through in your 
mind…
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Does being in a right relationship with God matter to you?
Has the orientation of your life changed to one ‘directed in faith to God’?
Would you give up the world to be with God?
Are you heading towards God, or away from Him?

Have you repented?  Do you need to return to God again?

Jesus finishes His whole speech to the crowd and His disciples with a little 
parable about a fruitless tree.  It’s a reminder that fruitfulness is linked to 
repentance.  We looked at that last week: A life of building up God’s Kingdom 
by using what God has given us to meet each others needs must follow from 
the gift of rescue that He’s given to us.  Just as fruit inevitably follows from 
being truly rooted in Christ.

It was John the Baptist’s message way back in Luke 3 - ‘Produce fruit in 
keeping with repentance.’  Live a life where you act differently because you 
think differently, now that your whole mindset is God-orientated.  Love people, 
especially God’s people, in practical, need-meeting ways.  Be fruitful.

As we said last week, wholehearted faith has nothing to fear here.  It’s the 
faithless, the sauntering by and the complacent that need to take heed.  Like 
John’s message, Jesus’ parable here warns that fruitless trees will be cut 
down and thrown out in judgement.

But the thing that Jesus adds to the picture is in vv.8-9.  ‘Leave the fruitless 
tree alone for one more year, and I’ll dig round it and fertilise it.  If it bears fruit 
next year, fine!  If not, then cut it down.’

It’s the delay again.  You get the impression from these verses that God’s 
heart is to keep giving people as many chances as possible.  He doesn’t want 
to cut you down and throw you out.  He doesn’t want you to go down with this 
world in His judgement.  He truly wants you to wake up.

For you to see the separation between a hostile world and the God who calls 
people out from it.  For you to want to have a right relationship with God.  For 
you to have it by changing your mind and changing your direction.  And for 
you to grow the fruit of a transformed life because of it.

God is patient with you because He wants you to live and not perish.  But the 
time will come when non-response to Him and the fruitless life that results will 
mean perishing.  That's the alarm call message Jesus preaches here.  Wake 
up!  Let go of the world!  Turn round to God!
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The rare occasions that my kids do something that they don’t know is 
incredibly dangerous - crossing a road without looking when a car’s just 
coming, eating something in the woods that might be poisonous - I don’t 
whisper, ‘Come on, guys.’  I don’t waste time asking them lots of questions 
about their perspective on the the best way to journey across a road or 
decipher edible plants.

Do you know what I do?  I absolutely yell at them.  Trouble is, they ignore the 
run of the mill scoldings at the best of times, so I need to shock them into 
stopping what they’re doing before it’s too late.  And do you know why I do 
that?  Because I love them so much - and I don’t want them to perish.

All this strong language Jesus uses in His call to repent isn’t because God 
doesn’t like you.  It’s because He absolutely loves you.  Those of us still 
rooted in the world, or being drawn back to it, don’t realise that the position 
we’re in is so life threatening.  So God is yelling at you, because the danger 
of judgement for this world is real, whether you see it or not.  And He wants 
you to see it, and change course.

Jesus comes to divide us - between those who will change sides and belong 
to God through Him, and those who will not.  He comes to bring peace with 
God and one another to all who make God their King.  But Jesus has not 
come to bring world peace.  What He comes to bring the world is judgement.  
Before that, He has brought us a rescue at the cross.  And He wants you to 
take it.  So take it!  Before Jesus finishes what He came to do.
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