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Matthew 10: 34-42

Not Peace, but a Sword

34 “Do not think that | have come to bring peace to the earth; | have not come to bring peace but a sword.
35 For | have come to set a man against his father,

and a daughter against her mother,

and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law,

36 and one’s foes will be members of one’s own household.

37 “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter
more than me is not worthy of me, 38 and whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of
me. 39 Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.

Rewards

40 “Whoever welcomes you welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 41
Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward, and whoever
welcomes a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive the reward of the righteous, 42
and whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple—truly | tell
you, none of these will lose their reward.”

What Holds Us Together

Leader: The word of the Lord.
People: Thanks be to God.

There are some things about life that become more complicated the older we get.

When | would attend our annual Siegling family reunion on each July 4" as a child, all | knew about the
occasion was the amount of fun that I'd have with my cousins. | knew that | couldn’t wait for my grandfather’s
first cousin, Dr. John Arthur Siegling, to cut the watermelon. And | knew that we would all go swimming before
we left their home on Sullivan’s Island. Of course, what | didn't know was that family reunions take a lot of
planning, and that it takes work to sustain them year after year. | also didn’t know that the adults would often
talk about work and vocation, and sometimes about each other!

As time went on, | grew up. We all do. We grow up and we discover that families can be complicated. We
discover that the people we love and care about don't always see the world the same way we do. In addition
to discovering that life is not nearly as clean and tidy as we once imagined, somewhere along the way, most




of us come to a second realization: that not only is life complicated, but we become surprisingly skilled at
pretending itisn't.

When someone asks us how we are doing, we usually don’t say, “Well, let me tell you, I'm worried about
my kids,” or “I'm concerned about my health,” or “I'm frustrated at work.” No, what we say is, I'm doing...what?
Right! I'm doing well or fine.”Fine” has become one of the most overused words in the English language. “How
are you?""Fine!” Meanwhile our life may be falling apart.

To be fair, there is something admirable about resilience and perseverance. In America, we tend to
gravitate to that Horatio Alger narrative, the one that says we are supposed to “pull ourselves up by our
bootstraps.” However, sometimes, our desire to appear strong can keep us from acknowledging another very
important truth. Because there really are seasons when we feel as though our lives are coming apart at the
seams.

Perhaps this contributed to Jeremiah speaking so honestly, so candidly. He doesn’t put lipstick on the
proverbial pig, if you will. He doesn't make a Facebook post and communicate to people that everything is
“Fine!” No. Jeremiah tells the truth.

In this morning’s Old Testament lesson Jeremiah sounds exhausted. He sounds discouraged. “Whenever |
speak,” he says, “I must cry out, | must shout.” It seems that for all of Jeremiah'’s faithfulness, what he has to
show for it is criticism and ridicule. “For the word of the Lord,” he says, “has become for me a reproach and
derision all day long”

Now, | suspect that for each of us, there are moments when we can totally relate to what Jeremiah was
experiencing. Instead of faithfulness making like simpler and easier, instead of obedience making things run
smoothly. What we come to find out is that following God does not remove the complications of life. In fact,
Jeremiah'’s experience would suggest otherwise. What’s more, Jesus’own words would suggest otherwise.

What Jesus says in our New Testament lesson, well, we don’t expect to hear.“Do not think that | have come
to bring peace to the earth; | have not come to bring peace, but a sword.” Hardly a hallmark card moment.
Neither does this sound like the one whose birth was announced by angels, proclaiming “peace on earth.” It
doesn’t sound like the one who Isaiah referred as the “Prince of Peace!” Even Jesus said, “Blessed are the
peacemakers.” So, what'’s going on here?

Well as is often the case, we need to pay very careful attention to what Jesus is both saying and not saying.
We notice that Jesus doesn’t say that he has come to create conflict, nor does he say that we as Christians
should enjoy conflict. Moreover, Jesus is certainly not suggesting that believers should go around picking
fights or being argumentative.

No! What Jesus is explaining to us is the matter of what happens when Truth of God encounters the truth
of the world. You see, Jesus is not merely a teacher of truth, he is the Truth, and the truth about God in Jesus
Christ our Lord has a way of shining the light in the darkness. It shows us what is real and what is phony. And
it mans that this eternal Son of God, that has come into the world. It means that we have to decide what to do
with him.

The division about which Jesus speaks, it is not a goal. Division is more like a reality which is why Jesus says
that fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, that entire households can become divided. Jesus is basically
describing for us what happens when He becomes the defining reality in a person’s life and when someone
else doesn't understand that. This was not only what was happening in the first century, but it is also what is
happening in the world today. | suppose we could rightly say that it has always been happening.




The Prophet Jeremiah knew uniquely what it felt like to have God'’s truth place him at odds with the culture
around him, but he also felt something else. While he undoubtedly discovered that faithfulness made his life
harder is some respects, it also gave him clarity in others.

For example, Jeremiah knew to whom he belonged. He knew the Lord whom he served. And in his case,
Jeremiah knew that he couldn’t quit serving God, even if he wanted to. “If | say, ‘l will not mention him,”
Jeremiah says, “then within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones; | am weary with
holdingitin, and | cannot.”

Perhaps that is good news for the rest of us. | say that because one of the great myths of modern life is that
our greatest strength is to be found in our self-sufficiency, but that’s not at all what Scriptures teach. The Bible
teaches us that strength, true strength, true clarity of heart and mind comes in our belong to God. And that
doesn’t mean that we can’t also belong to a family. Nor does it mean that we don’t have certain other
covenantal relationships and responsibilities.

Listen to what it does say, “whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me!” But lest we
forget, those words we read this morning, they exist in harmony with other words. Words like, “honor your
father and your mother”” Phrases such as, “therefore, whom God hath joined together, let no one tear asunder.”
What I'm trying to say is that Jesus isn't telling us to turn our backs on our parents or to neglect our spouses.
He isn’t telling us to ignore the needs of our children. No. Jesus is talking about our ultimate allegiance. Who
is it that occupies the center of our lives? Who is it that has the final claim upon our hearts?

These are the basic questions of life and living and we all answer them. Let us not fool ourselves into
thinking that we don’t build our life around something. We all subscribe to some truth. For some people their
allegiance is to success. For others it may be to security or the approval of family or friends. And, here again,
let’s not miss the point. Family is a wonderful gift from God, but family, as wonderful as it is, it was not given
to us that it would be for us an idol. Only Christ is to occupy the center of our lives, and, at the end of the day,
only Christ can hold everything together.

And this is where the good news comes in, because the One who asks for that first place in our lives is the
One who died to give us that opportunity. You see, Jesus doesn’t simply talk about taking up a cross. He
actually took up his cross. And that is why he has the authority to tell us to take up ours and follow him.

Whether he is on his way to Jerusalem, or Gethsemane, or even Calvary; the One who calls us to sacrifice
is the One who himself was sacrificed. The One who calls us to faithfulness is none other than the One who
remained faithful. To put it another way, faith is never fundamentally about our commitment to God, it is about
God'’s commitment to us.

And that makes all the difference in the world, because when life becomes difficult, and it will, when
relationships become strained, our hope is not that we can somehow hold everything together. No. Our hope
and assurance is that Christ can hold all things together.

In just a few moments, we will ordain and install a new class of Elders and Deacons, and | hope that every
one of them feels at least a little inadequate for the task, because | have found that the best officers are rarely
the ones who think they have all the answers. We should all understand something of our complete and utter
dependence upon God. We should all understand that the church does not belong to us.

| suppose | could slip and say it, but seldom, if ever, will anyone hear me talk with a friend or colleague or
with someone in the community about “my” church. That’s not to say that | don’t take my shepherding role
seriously. This is, after all, my church family. But it is not “my” church. It is Christ’s Church.

—



The Elders and Deacons we ordain and install this morning, this is not their church either. What they are
being asked is to follow Jesus faithfully and to help the rest of us do the same. And, in that sense, their calling
is no different from ours.

It is important to note that Jesus ends this passage not with division, but with welcome. He reminds his
disciples that because they belong to him, they also belong to one another. And that dear friends, is one of
the greatest gifts that God gives us. To know that when following Jesus becomes difficult, he gives us
companions for the journey. He gives us brothers and sisters in Christ. He gives us pastors and elders and
deacons and a church family.

Praise be to God, that when we are tempted to forget that God is our rock and our redeemer, we have
people who can remind us, people who point us back to Christ. The message this morning is not that we can
hold everything together, the good news is that we belong to the One who does. And because we belong to
God, because we have been claimed by God in life and in death, because we have been united to Him by grace
through faith, we need not fear when life feels unsettled or when troubles come or when the mountains shake
in the heart of the sea. Because the One who called Jeremiah, the One who sustained the disciples, the One
who built his church through every generation, the Lord of heaven and earth is still with us today. God is what
holds us together.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.




