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Introduction 
 

We can learn a lot from the poets of our day – those people that have a keen 
insight into love and life and beauty and pain and joy… and in a sense, God.  It’s 
amazing how astute and thoughtful even pagan poets can be about these things.  And so 
we who actually know personally our Creator as he is revealed to us in Jesus Christ and 
by the Holy Spirit and who know his truth as revealed in the words of Scripture can 
benefit from such artists and take every thought captive to the obedience of Christ (2 Cor. 
10:5). 
 One of the more prolific and enduring musical poets of our day is the lead singer 
for U2, Bono.  He puts in words the longing of the human soul for the consummation of 
Christ’s kingdom in a song of his entitled, “Peace on Earth.”  The first stanza of that song 
goes like this: 

Heaven on Earth 
We need it now 

I’m sick of all of this 
Hanging around 
Sick of sorrow 

Sick of pain 
Sick of hearing again and again 

That there’s gonna be 
Peace on Earth 

 These words describe in a poignant way this feeling in all of us that yearns for the 
redemption of the world – the end of sin and all of its effects.  For the believer, this 
expresses the longing for Jesus to come back, something we began to look at last week.  
We know that “since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ [right now in this life.]  And we [also] rejoice in the 
[future] hope of the glory of God [that will be fully manifested when Jesus comes back] 
(Rom. 5:1-2).  But having this full picture is where many poets fall short.  Bono, like 
many others, can’t exactly see that.  Listen to his words at the end of the song: 

Jesus this song you wrote 
The words are sticking in my throat 
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Peace on Earth 
Hear it every Christmas time 

But hope and history won’t rhyme 
So what’s it worth? 
This peace on Earth 

 It’s kinda sad, huh?  Like the hearts of most people in the world, these words 
show (at least in my opinion) a heart hesitant to believe that Jesus really is the one in 
whom all our hopes are met.  It fails to adequately understand God’s wonderful plan of 
salvation, the nature of the age in between, and the reality of Christ’s return. 

Today’s text in Luke takes up this theme.  What we are to learn from this section 
is just this: Following Jesus in this age won’t be easy, but he has made salvation 
possible and has extended the time of opportunity for others respond to him.  This 
section has three separate subsections: vv. 49-53 explain the nature of this in-between 
time we live in, vv. 54-56 highlight the need to recognize what Jesus is here to do, and 
vv. 57-59 encourage us to make our peace with God while there is still time. 
 
Pray 
 
(1) The Time in Between 
 
 Last week we began to segue into this section in Luke dealing repentance and 
being ready for Jesus to come back that will occupy us for this week and the next.  Last 
week we saw that we should not be unprepared when Jesus comes back because heaven 
will be really good and Hell will be really bad.  Coming on the heals of that gruesome 
depiction of what awaits those caught unprepared for Christ’s Second Coming we see 
Jesus declaring his purpose in salvation history – “I have come to bring fire on the earth” 
(v. 48). 
 In several other places in Luke Jesus makes a similar, “I have come to…,” 
statement.  Luke 4:43 – “I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to the other 
towns also, because that is why I was sent.”  Luke 5:32 – “I have not come to call the 
righteous, but sinners to repentance.”  Luke 19:10 – “The Son of Man has come to seek 
and to save that which was lost.”  Here’s another one.  Here Jesus says his role to play in 
the history of redemption is to bring fire on the earth. 

What does it mean to bring fire on the earth?  The first thing we need to do in 
order to understand this phrase is a word study on “fire” to see how Luke uses this word 
in his Gospel and in Acts.  When we do that we find that fire can mean simply fire, like 
when Peter made a fire to keep warm in the courtyard of the high priest (22:55).  But we 
also see that many times fire is symbolic for judgment like in 3:9 where Jesus says, “The 
ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will 
be cut down and thrown into the fire” (see also 3:17; 9:54; 17:29).  Understanding fire 
this way makes sense considering Jesus has just finished talking about punishment for 
those not ready when he returns.  He could be saying, “I have come to bring judgment 
and destruction on the wicked.” 

But we also notice after further investigation that in Luke-Acts fire is used 
symbolically in conjunction with the Holy Spirit and his work of power and purification.  
At Pentecost in Acts chapter 2 we read that: “Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a 
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violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.  They 
saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them.  
All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the 
Spirit enabled them.”  When the Holy Spirit is poured out at Pentecost he is accompanied 
by fire. 

We also remember that John the Baptist described Jesus as one more powerful 
than him, whose sandals he was not worthy to untie.  And he said of Jesus, “He will 
baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (3:16).  If this is what is solely in Jesus’ 
mind then we should understand him to be saying, “I have come to pour out the power of 
the Holy Spirit in the world and I wish it was happening already.” 

So which one is it?  Is Jesus saying he is God’s agent of wrath on the world or is 
he saying that he’s come to bring the anticipated age of the Spirit, the end-time, golden 
age expected in the Old Testament where the Spirit is manifest in a new way?  As the 
prophet Joel foretold, a time is coming when God says, “And afterward, I will pour out 
my Spirit on all people” (Joel 2:28).  Well, the answer is, I think, both. 

The metaphor of fire has a double-entendre.  Fire represents God’s judgment on 
all unbelievers to rid the world of evil, to right the wrongs, and to ultimately bring justice 
to the wicked.  But fire also represents the Spirit’s purifying work to completely sanctify 
believers, remove their dross, and empower them to live life as it was meant to be lived. 

So Jesus is saying, “I came to fulfill the purposes of history, to bring the long 
awaited kingdom of God where righteousness dwells and the unfaithful are judged and 
banished forever.  My purpose is the redemption of the cosmos, unending utopia.  I have 
come to bring fire on the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled.”  Jesus is the 
hero, par excellence, who brings history to a happy ending.  He wants that to happen 
soon. 

But, v. 50, before that can happen he knows he has a kind of baptism to undergo.  
Jesus knows that before the final dénouement of history something else has to happen 
first – something extremely painful; something that distresses him greatly.  He says, 
“How great is my anguish until it is accomplished.”  This one event was fixed in Jesus’ 
mind from the beginning and totally dominated his thoughts. 

This one event is the Cross.  Before the kingdom of God came, the king had to 
die.  The road to the Promised Land ran through the desert.  Jesus’ path from glory unto 
glory included death, even death on a Cross (cf. Ph. 2:8).  God’s plan for redeeming the 
world from eternity past was through the death of his Son.  Before there can be heaven on 
earth there is a deep-seated sin problem that must be dealt with.  Jesus knows this and as 
the Cross loomed larger and larger on the horizon, the profound realities of it occupied 
his soul more and more until in Luke 22:44 on the night before his crucifixion he prayed 
in anguish and “his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground.” 

Here Jesus describes his death on the Cross as a baptism.  In a sense, at the Cross 
Jesus will be immersed in our sin and inundated by the waters of divine judgment.  This 
is serious stuff that weighed heavy on Jesus.  As Kent Hughes clarifies, “The artful 
butchery and prolonged torture were not what distressed him, but rather the necessity of 
his taking on the raw sewage of our sins – so that he, in effect, would choke and drown in 
it and become the same (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:21).”1 

This cosmic transfer of our sin to Jesus on the Cross is what Christianity is all 
about.  Movies like The Passion of the Christ are unable to depict the spiritual agony of 
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Jesus taking upon himself eternal Hell for the elect.  They leave us primarily feeling sorry 
for a man who got beaten really badly and killed instead of leaving us convicted by a 
pure man who actually took our sin upon himself.  Even propositions and words cannot 
fully grasp the intensity of this baptism of Jesus.  It’s this event that all of this material in 
Luke is ultimately leading up to. 

First and foremost, Jesus has a baptism to be fulfilled.  “For God did not send his 
Son into the world [the first time] to condemn the world, but to save the world through 
him.  Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands 
condemned already” (Jn. 3:17-18a).  If the Cross hadn’t happened first, then salvation 
would not be possible at all, the kingdom of God would be empty.  This should cause us 
to marvel at God’s plan of salvation for us at great cost to himself.  He charged headlong 
to the Cross.  Jesus ran with eyes wide open to his own crucifixion in order to save us.  
Praise him! 

But Jesus’ baptism by death also teaches us about what it means to follow him.  
Back in chapter 9 Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and 
take up his cross daily and follow me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but 
whoever loses his life for me will save it” (vv. 23-24).  To follow Christ is to intimately 
identify with him and his sufferings.  For us the path to glory leads through death to the 
self and new life in Christ. 

This identification with Jesus is one of the things that water baptism signifies for 
us.  Paul says in Rom. 6:3-5, “Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through 
baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory 
of the Father, we too may live a new life.  If we have been united with him like this in his 
death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection.” 

Because Jesus underwent his baptism in the raw sewage of our sins on the Cross, 
we can be forgiven, have new life, and have the surety of being raised from the dead one 
day.  This happens solely by faith, that vehicle which unites us with Christ.  But baptism 
by water is a visual picture of this spiritual reality that has always been a part of the 
church ever since the day of Pentecost.  This symbolically pictures the believer’s 
identification with Jesus. 

Water baptism is not something to be ignored.  It is one of two sacred ordinances 
given by Jesus to the church.  In the New Testament church water baptism followed 
almost immediately after spiritual re-birth and so the connection and symbolism was 
clearer.  We’ve lost something, I think, today by waiting so long between when someone 
first accepts Christ and when they are baptized. 

If you’ve been a Christian for sometime, but haven’t been baptized the greater 
that disconnect becomes.  This is why we are going to have a baptismal service on Sept. 
19th.  If it’s warm enough we’ll probably all go down to the lake after church to celebrate 
this time together.  If it’s not warm enough we’ll have it here.  For those who have been 
baptized this is a wonderful time in the life of a church to witness such an occasion.  It’s 
very exciting and very moving to see others in our body take part in this ritual. 

For those of you who have accepted Christ and begun to follow him, but haven’t 
been baptized yet for whatever reason, give me a call or shoot me an email this week.  
We’ll set up a time to talk and Sept. 19th can be the day of your baptism.  There’s no need 
to wait any longer or wait until you know more, that’s not the point.  The point is to 



5 

publicly announce you have thrown your lot in with Jesus.  Again, if you haven’t been 
baptized yet please contact me soon. 

So before the eschatological fire of punishment for the unbelievers and 
purification for the believers could be completely cast on earth, Jesus had a mission to 
accomplish, a baptism to be baptized with.  He would suffer and die as a propitiation for 
sin.  Then he would leave for an unknown period of time while others had a chance to 
decide whether or not to claim Jesus as Messiah and align themselves with him.  If they 
did then they would begin to experience the kingdom immediately through the indwelling 
work of the Holy Spirit’s fire, but life would not be easy. 

We see in vv. 51-53 that during this in-between time, full-scale peace on earth 
like what it will be like when Jesus comes back won’t be realized.  Jesus asked the 
question, “Do you think I came to bring peace on earth?”  People who suspected him to 
be the Messiah would have answered, “Duh.  Of course you’ve come to bring peace.”  
The prophets looked forward to the messianic age of peace – “And he will be called 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the increase 
of his government and peace there will be no end.  He will reign on David’s throne and 
over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that 
time on and forever” (Isa. 9:6-7). 

Even within Luke’s own narrative we can think back to the great multitude of 
angels heralding the Christ’s birth to shepherds at night and saying, “Glory to God in the 
highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men” (2:14).  “Yeah Jesus,” we say, 
“You’ve come to bring peace on earth.” 

“No, I tell you, but division.”  Sure, because of Jesus’ baptism of death on the 
Cross, we can have peace with God and peace with others who are also identified with 
Jesus no matter what used to divide us (cf. Eph. 2:11ff).  But this peace that we enjoy 
because of Jesus is only a foretaste of what it will be like when he comes again to finish 
what he started.  Full-blown peace on earth cannot happen until everyone has bowed the 
knee to Jesus. 

The reality then and the reality now, however, is that everyone has not been 
baptized into Christ’s death; not everyone has accepted Christ.  So this period in between 
will be characterized by division.  By following Christ you will most likely make 
enemies.  As one commentator put it, “Reconciliation to God can mean separation from 
people.”2  “In fact,” as Paul puts it in 2 Tim. 3:12, “everyone who wants to live a godly 
life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” 

Let’s face it – the very name of Jesus divides people.  There is great hostility in 
the world between the followers of Jesus and those who reject him.  People don’t respond 
well to the idea that Jesus is the only way to the Father.  People are okay with a soft, 
gentle Jesus that calls for world peace – a first century hippy who called others to make 
love, not war.  People like this Jesus, but not the Jesus of the Bible who made exclusive 
claims and announced that he did not come to bring peace, but division. 

In our country, at least at the present time, that hostility is usually subtle: the 
belittling depiction of evangelicals found in the media, the hypocrisy of political 
correctness which allows every other religion to be seen in a favorable light except Bible-
believing Christianity, the amused smirk on a coworker’s face when he finds out you are 
a Christian, and I could go on and on.  Even though it’s subtle, the way to alienate 
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yourself from the most people in the quickest amount of time in America these days is to 
align yourself with Jesus. 

This divisive reality of Jesus is even more obvious in other parts of the world: 
what’s it like to follow Jesus underground in China, what’s it like for those who convert 
to Christianity in Muslim countries, what’s it like to go to church in Sri Lanka and worry 
that mobs will surround your building.  We can only imagine.  In many different ways 
and in many different places Jesus has always brought division because he makes a 
demand from people to follow him and not everyone likes that. 

The place where this division is sometimes the most painful is within families.  
This is the example that Jesus brings up – “From now on there will be five in one family 
divided against each other, three against two and two against three.  They will be divided, 
father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against 
mother, mother-in-law against daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-
law” (vv. 52-53). 

Now families are a gift of God’s common grace and honoring parents is a high 
priority for God (cf. Ex. 20:12; Eph. 6:2), but Jesus demands your honor even above your 
parents.  Jesus’ call to discipleship will many times cut right down the middle of families.  
Many of you have probably experienced this.  Your commitment to following Jesus 
brings strife to family gatherings and anger from parents.  You’ve experience the hurt of 
unbelieving parents and their disapproval of your religion.  Or some of you may have 
seen the pain in a believing mother’s heart knowing that her son is not walking with the 
Lord. 

Friends, you can be assured of this: how you respond to Jesus’ call on your life to 
follow him will cause division in your life, and even families are not exempt from this.  
This is the nature of the age in-between, the age inaugurated by Jesus, the age where 
some follow him and others do not.  It’s not going to be easy.  We need to recognize this 
reality we live in. 
 
(2) The Need to Recognize the Nature of the Age In-Between 
 
 Jesus also says that the world around us needs to recognize the nature of the time 
they live in.  Look at vv. 54-56.   He said to the crowd [the audience is now including the 
crowd again]: “When you see a cloud rising in the west, immediately you say, ‘It’s going 
to rain,’ and it does.  And when the south wind blows, you say, ‘It’s going to be hot,’ and 
it is.” 

The common people of that time were able to read signs in nature and predict 
with accuracy the weather.  As they do here, storm clouds came from the west, from the 
moisture of the Mediterranean.  Just like here when the jet stream pushes up warm air 
from the Gulf of Mexico it gets hot, there in Israel it got hot when the winds carried hot 
air from the Negev desert in the south.  Everyone knew these basic principles and was 
able to judge from them what the weather was going to be like. 

Similarly, Jesus says, these people should have been able to decipher the nature of 
the times they lived in.  “Hypocrites!” he said.  “You know how to interpret the 
appearance of the earth and the sky.  How is it that you don’t know how to interpret this 
present time?”  They were hypocrites because they didn’t apply the same interest in the 
cosmic weather of the time as they did the earth’s weather. 
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The wind currents and the clouds forming on the horizon all pointed to the fact 
that the Jews of this time were living in the days of messianic fulfillment.  The book of 
Daniel mentioned four kingdoms that would come before the kingdom of God and with 
the conquest of Palestine by the Roman general Pompeii in 63 B.C. the fourth and final 
kingdom had come.  John the Baptist had showed up in the desert baptizing and calling 
massive crowds of people to repentance.  “As is written in the book of the words of Isaiah 
the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make 
straight paths for him.  Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low. 
The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.  And all mankind will 
see God’s salvation’”” (3:4-6). 

And there were many more indicators like this that any Jew should have been able 
to recognize, including the very character of Jesus himself – he teaches with authority 
(4:32), “the blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor” (7:22), and demons 
are cast out – and as Jesus says, “if I drive out demons by the finger of God, then the 
kingdom of God has come to you” (11:20).  “Wake up, people,” Jesus is saying.  “This is 
it!” 

But not only is Jesus decrying their inability to recognize that it was time for 
God’s anointed one to step onto the scene.  He’s also calling them to recognize that the 
kingdom will come in two stages.  From their Hebrew Bibles, faithful Jews should not 
have been surprised that the Messiah came to die, not to conquer; he came as a suffering 
servant (Isa. 53); he came “humble and mounted on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a 
donkey” (Zech. 9:9) instead of on a proud war horse; they should not have been surprised 
that God’s plan from the beginning was that “all nations of the earth would be blessed” 
(Gen. 18:18) and not just Israel. 

Later on in Luke the resurrected Christ joined two confused people on the road to 
Emmaus trying to make sense of Jesus’ death.  He said to them, “‘Did not the Christ have 
to suffer these things and then enter his glory?’  And beginning with Moses and all the 
Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself” 
(24:26-27).  They should have known from the OT that before fire would be cast on the 
earth, the Messiah had a baptism to undergo.  Even in Acts 17:2-3 we see Paul with Jews 
in synagogues where “he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, explaining and proving 
that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead.” 

The people of Jesus’ day should have been able to recognize the times they were 
in and seen Jesus and his death as the fulfillment of all of God’s work in history.  People 
today, while many are not as steeped in Biblical knowledge, should be able to detect that 
there’s a wind blowing.  There’s evidence that there’s something more – a heart that is 
capable of love, a nagging feeling of guilt, an awe that comes when looking at distant 
galaxies through a telescope, the beauty of an elegant mathematical proof, an 
indescribable emotion that wells up in you at the birth of a child, the sorrow felt at a 
funeral and the incessant feeling that this is not the way things are supposed to be, all of 
these things point to the fact that there’s something more out there; that there’s a God and 
we need to know him and that he has come near to us in Christ. 

God has “set eternity in the hearts of men” (Eccl. 3:11), “for since the creation of 
the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been 
clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” 
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(Rom. 1:20).  The signs are there.  But these signs are only enough to leave every single 
person without an excuse and guilty before God, they cannot save anyone unless that 
person believes in the One to whom they point – Jesus Christ. 

We live in the age in-between where God has made salvation possible through 
Christ and has inaugurated his kingdom.  It’s our job, first of all to read the signs of the 
times and side with Jesus ourselves, but then after that to do what Paul does in Acts 17 
and use all of those signs, quote U2 and people like that, to proclaim the gospel of Christ 
– how God has sent his Son to be baptized with our sins so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God (2 Cor. 5:21).  We are Christ’s ambassadors, imploring a hostile 
world to be reconciled to God (cf. 2 Cor. 5:20). 
 
(3) Settle Accounts While There’s Still Time 
 
 That’s what Jesus implores his hearers to do in vv. 57-59.  Since there’s this in-
between time in which the fiery Holy Spirit is at work but the fire’s of judgment have 
been prolonged, people should settle accounts with God while there’s still time.  Jesus 
gives a mini-parable that illustrates this point: 
 “Why don’t you judge for yourselves what is right?  For as you are going with 
your adversary to the magistrate, try hard to be reconciled to him on the way, or he may 
drag you off to the judge, and the judge turn you over to the officer, and the officer throw 
you into prison.  I tell you, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny.” 
 At first glance I have to admit that I thought this was a totally unrelated teaching 
from Jesus about interpersonal relationships, probably because there’s a similar story in 
Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount and that’s how it’s used there.  But after studying it 
more closely in this context it became clear that this is talking about one’s relationship 
with God. 
 The picture is of someone who has failed to pay his debt being taken to court by 
the one trying to obtain his money.  Once in court the judge will sentence him to debtor’s 
prison and hand him over to the bailiff to execute the punishment.  From all we know 
about debtor’s prison it was not a good place.  Many times the inmates would be severely 
beaten in an attempt to get family members to pay what they owe.  Most people in 
debtor’s prison never escaped.  Full repayment was required. 
 In a real life situation like this, the best option is to reach a settlement outside of 
court.  If one waits until he stands before the judge it’s too late.  We can’t press the 
details of a parable and expect it to be an allegory.  What Jesus wants us to see is that we 
need to settle accounts with God before it’s too late, either because of death or because of 
Christ’s Second Coming. 

We are all debtors to God.  Guilty, sinners before a holy and righteous Judge of 
the Universe, the Almighty God.  So our debt is infinite and cannot be repaid on our own.  
Good works won’t balance the scales.  To stand before him on our own merit will surely 
result in being thrown into the prison of Hell forever.  The only way out is to settle the 
matter before judgment through Jesus.  Because of his baptism that was his 
substitutionary atonement on the Cross we can be forgiven all of our debts to God.  Judge 
for yourselves what is right: standing on your own before God or settling outside of court 
beforehand through the mediator, Jesus Christ. 
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Before the kingdom could come completely, Jesus had to die in order to make a 
way for guilty sinners to be in his kingdom.  Now we await the final fulfillment of God’s 
plans in history, his second coming.  As 2 Pet. 3:15 tells us, “Bear in mind that our Lord’s 
patience means salvation.”  He is patient postponing judgment until you and I could be 
born and know him, giving more time for others to come to know him and bask in his 
glory as well. 
 
Conclusion 
 

Bono’s song, “Peace on Earth,” described the incompleteness of peace on earth 
during this time we live in.  Jesus himself knew that because of him the world would be 
filled with division and sin would continue to co-exist with righteousness.  But it doesn’t 
seem that Bono completely understands the full nature of the times, what Jesus did 
accomplish, namely the possibility of salvation and peace with God.  During this time of 
hardship and broken families Christ is still extending the time of opportunity for others to 
enter the kingdom before it’s too late. 

We must settle our own account with God through Jesus and we must tell others 
about this opportunity before it’s too late.  There are untold millions who have never 
heard of Jesus or his offer of forgiveness, thousands of them are right here in Chicago.  
They are on their way to judgment with no way out.  We know the way out.  Let’s praise 
him and tell others. 
 
Benediction 
 
Romans 15:13 – May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, 
so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
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