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“Lord Send Somebody, Just Not Me”

Luke 12:49-53

August 15, 2004


Hymn # 410 is “Standing On the Promises”. The hymn says that we are standing on the promises of Christ and those promises prompt us to tell others, those promises hold us steady in the midst of storms of doubt and fear, those promises written in God’s word have set us free from the sin that so easily entangles us and have bound us to God’s love like a strong cord. “Standing on the promises, we cannot fall, listening every moment to the Spirit’s call, standing on the promises of God.”

I had a pastor one time who was fond of saying that “God did not call us to sit on his premises but to stand on his promises”. I like that! In this case sitting indicating a desire to let someone else do God’s work for us while standing representing a readiness to get to work. Send me, Lord, send me!


The lifeblood of any church is the words “Sure, I will do that.” The most negative thing a pastor can hear is someone saying “Someone out to ….” Don’t say that to me because my automatic response will always be, “Why don’t you?”


Last week I attended a session meeting of a church that is in a lot of trouble. After fifteen years of starts and stops, ups and downs that church is dying. Two hours into that meeting it began to be evident why that church doesn’t have much hope. Few if any of their leadership have any idea what God has in mind for them individually and an even foggier idea of what God has in mind for their church. And as if that wasn’t enough, it quickly became evident that not a one of them was going to volunteer to take the leadership on anything. That church is going to die. They hope that they will find some young energetic preacher to save them, to do all the work, working miracles. It isn’t going to happen!

Healthy churches are full of people who find great joy in standing on the promises allowing God to work through them to do wonderful things. The gift of eternal life is free, not a thing you need do but say “thank you”. But the life of a disciple of Jesus is anything but passive. There is so much to learn and so much that needs to be done. This world is broken, and all of us who make up the church have come right out of that broken world, still have roots in that world, and need the combined efforts of the people of a church to bring some healing. Lots to do!


Two weeks ago Jesus told us that God has wonderfully blessed us and we must open-handedly share what he has given us with others less fortunate than we. We can’t out-give God so we can’t run out. Last week Jesus told us not to be afraid of anything, our treasure is in heaven, secure and safe, and our support is right here in us, the very power of God. Fear is a lapse of faith. Today Jesus puts a more sobering tone to the message as he tells us, even warns us, that our discipleship doesn’t come cheap. The price of following Jesus is always costly in both physical and emotional terms.

Following Jesus has moments of peacefulness, and indeed there is a peace in us that is difficult to understand or quantify. But a disciple’s life isn’t what we would call tranquil. If you find your life tranquil then I would dare say that you are probably not standing close enough to the Lord.


If we could color disciples of Jesus, lets say, blue, and the depth of the color indicated the depth of commitment to Jesus we would find that in any congregation like this there would be many shades of that blue marking. Some would be midnight blue, so committed to Christ that absolutely nothing was held back. Some would be such a pale blue that it would be difficult to tell if they were blue at all, their commitment on just a casual surface level. And there would be every shade in between sprinkled out there. I think that’s the way it is, without the color. I think it was that way when Jesus was on that dusty road to Jerusalem and I think it’s that way today.

Levels of commitment. Not static levels of commitment but fluid levels, constantly changing, sometimes deeply committed, sometimes so withdrawn from commitment that it’s hard to tell if we are Christian at all. It shouldn’t be that way, but that is the way it is. Maybe that cyclical commitment is a natural human response to emotional and physical conditions and maybe that explains why that church I was telling you about is dying. Too many failures, too many false starts, too many strikes against them. So now the people are afraid to try anything.

I do know this, sometimes when I reach the bottom of that cycle of commitment God sends somebody to light a fire under me! Maybe that was our job, to try to light a fire.


In our reading for today Jesus reveals his desire to “bring fire on the earth”. These can be disturbing verses! We tend to talk and think about Jesus as our compassionate Savior and gentle Shepherd. Our favorite pictures are of Jesus in his white robes talking sweetly with little children, gently tending his flock. The Jesus we want to know is the Jesus who would always understand our lack of commitment and patiently wait for us to regain our fervor……. He is that gentle person, but that’s not all he is.


My dad was a generous, kind man. Not only was he generous with his money but he was generous with his time and generous with his authority. Many a man came to work for my dad when nobody else would trust them. On numerous occasions my dad used his own money to bail his man out of jail or help a guy out of a legal or financial mess. But there was a line with my dad that was foolhardy to cross. When his “fire” came down on your head, well, there wasn’t much left but ashes.


When our Lord and Savior, our Shepherd, talks about bringing fire what does he mean? In the New Testament fire is associated with the Holy Spirit, with judgement, with testing, and with eternal torment. In this instance and in this context of discipleship I think Jesus is almost surely talking firstly about the coming of the fire of the Holy Spirit to convict sinful men and empower the saved. And, in the latter part of this reading, it is obvious that Jesus is talking about the painful fire of division that often occurs when a person embraces Jesus as Lord.


The Holy Spirit is a gift from God. The Holy Spirit is that gift from God often called the Spirit of Truth because we can always count on Him to reveal the perfect will of God.


The Holy Spirit is sometimes called the Counselor because he brings the wisdom of God into our troubled world. Because as our Counselor he represents us before the throne of God.

The Holy Spirit is sometimes called God’s Fire because he has the power to convict us, and the power to inspire us, and the power to energize us for God. When that fire is absent there is absolutely nothing we can do that will make a difference.


But that fire that Jesus is talking about can also be the exact opposite of peace.


I’m sure that most of you have seen the Lord of the Rings movies. Some of you may even have read the books. J.R.R. Tolkien was a dedicated Christian with a fantastic imagination. He loved to write fantasy fiction and embody in that fiction Christian messages and examples.


Did you notice that at the end of the story the main character Frodo Baggins didn’t really live happily ever after? His dear friend Samwise Gamgee might have, but Frodo had to leave his beloved home in the Shire forever. Frodo had made a promise. Frodo was set apart, never to be quite like the other Hobbits. Set apart by the promises he had to keep.


The apostle Paul had that same experience. And anyone who takes seriously their promises to God find that they have been called, not to be the established order, not to do what is easiest or the most comfortable, but to be faithful.


Division? Yes!

Peace? Yes and no!

But have confidence in this, even when we must leave behind the comfortable and embrace the unknown, even when we feel at our most exposed and vulnerable, we can look to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith who has been a refugee before us, and will be a refuge for us, as we persevere.

All just part and parcel of storing up treasures in heaven.

 Amen.
