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Text: “Do not think that | have come to bring peace to thesarth; | have not come to bring
peace, but a sword.” (Matthew 10:32)

Over the weeks of Lent we are looking at some oflitiieult sayings of Jesus. Through
the years the church has not really come to gripis tlee radical nature of the Christian gospel.
We have domesticated Jesus by turning him into somethingctabjee practical, plausible, and
appealing. In doing so, we have placed ourselves in cowflictthe clear witness of the New
Testament.

Someone once said that Jesus was crucified not beoauwssad, “Behold, the lilies of the
field that spin not and toil not,” but because he sd&htld the thieves in the temple, how they
steal.”

Nowhere is this more evident than in these diffisalfings of Jesus: the saying about
taking up one’s cross, denying oneself and following Jesusttihade of Jesus toward his
mother and brothers and sisters, which we will examineweek; the saying about God and
money; the unpardonable sin.

This morning we are looking at the saying in Matthew, wileseis announces that he
has not come to bring peace but a sword.

Now, let’s be honest. This saying is offensive. Not asy offensive, it appears to be
contradictory to the teaching of Jesus in the Sermahe@Mount, in which he encourages his
disciples to turn the other cheek, to go the seconel moillove one’s enemies.




There is even tension about this saying within Scripttieen Luke records this saying,
he quotes Jesus as saying, “l have not come to bring pedaaiyibion.” (Luke 12:51-53) That
tells us that early on in the Christian community¢harch struggled with this saying. Like us,
the church struggled to understand what Jesus meant wiim#gs of the sword.

So what are we to make of this saying of Jesus?
Il

There is one theme that connects this saying of JagusMof the other sayings:
Discipleship means sacrifice. One cannot understandatfiegs of Jesus without understanding
this. One cannot understand Jesus without understanding tindla3esus made this very clear:
“The Son of Man,” he said, “came not to be served td serve.”

This recovery of the element of sacrifice is notyadsential to the Christian life, it is
essential to the health of our community and nation today

This week David Brooks wrote a remarkable article in the Merk Timeshe entitled
“No Picnic for Me Either.” In this piece, he refedrto the speech on education that President
Obama made this past week in which the President citextident from his own childhood.
When he was a boy, his mother would wake him up at 4:8@imorning to tutor him for
several hours before he went to school. When thiagdsy complained about getting up so
early, his mother responded, “This is no picnic for mieegjtBuster.”

That experience outlines what is necessary to redalucation in this country:
relationships and rigor. Over the years, we have dpkions of dollars trying to improve public
education in this country. But while government programs Inaa their place, there is no
substitute for relationships and rigor. Ask a young persanhels graduated from high school to
list the teachers who mattered in his or her life that person will reel off a series of names.
Ask a young person who has not graduated, and he or shetdlen understand the question.
Relationships like that are beyond their experiences.

This is true in the church as well. One of the graatakes we have made in the church
is watering down the discipleship that Jesus calls u&/échave often turned Christianity into
little more than a kind of social respectability teatnehow urges people to be good people and
do good things. Nothing could be further from the New Testamen

We have done Jesus a great disservice by making himoimtetising he wasn't. He
wasn’'t about trying to make people nice. He was about ttgimyake people follow him.

That is a message that one finds from the beginningetend of the Gospels. Jesus
understood that life was filled with decisions and oftesélaecisions are not as complicated as
we sometimes pretend. You cannot serve God and Mamrhere 1S a narrow way and a broad
way. Where are person’s treasure is, there is his.Readrson who puts his hand to the plow
and then looks back is not fit for the kingdom of God.
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There is a place for rigor in the church. This mornimg are recognizing young people
who took the time and effort to memorize a catechisrmd@dthat are important take effort.

Someone told me last week that one of the criticiewsled against me as minister of
this church was my insistence that worship services asibsemeetings should not last more
than 59 minutes. | told them that was not entirely truershMp services were not to last longer
than 56 minutes.

But, there is more to this saying of Jesus than simplgra about sacrifice. Jesus takes
this matter to the next level when he insists thatitienot come to bring peace on earth but a
sword.

Let us be clear about this. There are very few aehewts in life that happen without
sacrifice and bloodshed. Slavery in this country was lnolished until the country had endured
a Civil War. The Civil Rights Movement would have neliappened had not a group of people
been willing to ride buses in the South. Many were be&eme were Killed.

Someone raised the question as to why the gospel ofQbsigs could not come in a
peaceable fashion. The answer to that is that darkn#ss @thical and spiritual realm hates the
light.

Moreover, Jesus takes this metaphor of the “sworté@farther. He speaks of setting a
son against a father, a daughter against a mother, a daiglae against her mother-in-law.

These are hard words. But more than this, there isca@wdence in the New Testament
that at times, Jesus was set over against his owtyfgiMatthew 12: 50) This past fall, when |
was in New York with my son Will, we saw the play Man For All Seasons,” the magnificent
story of Thomas More, who found himself opposed to therdesof his friend King Henry VIII.
My son picked up on an element of this story that hadoatrred to me. Sir Thomas More
went on to be beheaded at the order of King Henry. Ua¢enyas made a Saint and Martyr of the
Church of England. My son, however, raised the questithow Sir Thomas’ decision affected
his own family. His wife and daughter were both distradigat Thomas would not take the oath
supporting the king. They knew that Henry was going to ynanne Boleyn whether or not
Thomas approved. In the play, you sense the poverty égatdto creep into this once
prosperous family now that Thomas is no longer LordnCélor. | wondered if Thomas
considered his family. To be sure, it was a very high-edndhing he did. But like every
decision, it had consequences on his family.

But | think we need to be very clear about this matteerd is every evidence in the New
Testament that Jesus honored the value of family ame hBut there is also every evidence that
Jesus recognized a higher loyalty than loyalty to family.

One of the greatest missionaries that the churclevexsproduced was Dr. Albert

Schweitzer, who for many years carried on a remarkabldical ministry in French Equatorial
Africa. When Albert Schweitzer announced to his frietidg he was embarking on this
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endeavor, many of his friends were shocked and urged hito dotthis. After all, he was one

of the most gifted medical doctors in Germany. He wiaslizant scholar whose workihe

Search for the Historical Jesus, was a seminal work in New Testament studies. Morebiee

was also a brilliant musician who played the organ amdercompositions. His friends could not
understand why someone with all the promise and poterdtaSdhweitzer possessed would
give up the luxuries of modern life to work under very ptiira circumstances in a remote part
of the world. But Schweitzer had listened carefully ®words of Jesus who said, “One who is
not willing to take up his cross and follow Jesus is nothy of Jesus.”

V.

The passage concludes with the saying that the persorsegks his life will lose it and
the one who loses his life for the sake of Jesusfwdlit. Someone once observed of this saying
of Jesus that either it was the most powerful taiér spoken, or it was one of the cruelest
hoaxes ever perpetrated on humankind.

When Dr. Thomas Currie, the Dean of Union Theolddseaminary-PSCE campus here
in Charlotte, spoke to the Church in Vocation group sdweeeks ago, he mentioned the
“embarrassment” that is often experienced by ministenserning their vocation. | remember
my daughter Lucy commenting on this when she was a stad@rnceton Seminary — how
suddenly at a party, when someone asked you what you wiageada you said you were a
Seminary student, there was a strange silence — aspilepsere thinking, “Why would a person
want to do that?”

Currie went on to say that in a culture whose purduiappiness is largely defined in
monetary terms, the ministry seems baffling becauseeins to some, not only an unlucrative
profession, but that the embarrassment is also caethézthe perceived lack of ambition that
such a salary must represent.

But one wonders whether beneath all of this emban&sisthat our culture feels in the
presence of those who minister — often dismissing neirsisds likable fools, timidly unambitious
slackers who waste their gifts on what is feeble amt pnd petty — one wonders if all of this
embarrassment does not disguise a real, if vague, reloogiiait ministry might just be a
dangerous vocation, one that is capable of exposing adl of the most humiliating ways, that
in spite of all our attempts to demonstrate our seligaficy, we are all nothing more than what
Shakespeare once called “these poor naked wretches.”

That is why in his remarks, Tom Currie observed thagteatest embarrassment that
ministry knows is the embarrassment of riches. TiHaink, is at the heart of this saying of
Jesus in Matthew’s gospel. When we give our heartss,sandl might to Christ, we do not have
anything taken from us. To the contrary, we receive faertitan we could have ever imagined.

That certainly does not mean that life for all of asrt be at times frustrating, lonely or
difficult. But the great wonder is this. Christ is ridknd he gives lavishly. He is there in the boat
in the storm, when the waves are high and the windagiteus, rebuking the waves, silencing
the wind. He is there when we are hungry, when the&renare demands on us than we could
possibly meet, when the resources of our lives seemnipeafadequate to the demands placed
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upon us — he is there breaking bread and spreading plentyagVve did to those five thousand
that gathered by the Sea of Galilee.

That is something that at some level all of us knowat-ftilowing Jesus is not some
terrible obligation, but at its heart, it is a giftdathat all of us — no matter how bitterly we
complain — have received far more than we were ablevé gi

The life of faith is an embarrassment to be sunéjths in truth, an embarrassment of
riches, and for that we should all be grateful.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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