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Civil wars have always created family division. It happened in 

the American civil war in the 1860’s, as parents and children or 

brothers and sisters found themselves on opposite sides. e.g. 

Ezekial Clay - One morning in 1861, Ann Clay, wife of pro-Union 

Kentucky legislator Brutus Junius Clay, found her stepson's bed 

empty but for this note stating that he had gone to join the 

Confederate army: (Kentucky was a border state during the war) 

September 24, 1861 

B.J. Clay and family, 

I leave for the army tonight. I do it for I believe I am doing right. I 

go of my own free will. If it turns out I do wrong I beg 

forgiveness. 

Goodbye to you all. You will hear from me soon. 

E.F. Clay (Zeke) 

On a website page entitled, “Voices of the civil war, effect on 

families”, it says this, In hundreds of families, brother was 

indeed pitted against brother and father against son. The 

divided family was a reality and symbolic of a divided nation. 

Even husbands and wives were sometimes split in their loyalties. 

The effects of the Civil War on the family were long-lasting and 

permeated many aspects of everyday family life for generations 

after the fighting stopped.  

Jesus could almost have been predicting that war. The ‘earth on 

fire’, think of being caught in the middle of a 19
th

 century 

battlefield, and families divided. Yet he is talking about himself! 

I did not come to bring peace but division! These images of 

destruction, distress and division are not what we expect from 

Jesus. Where is love, grace, forgiveness and the peace that 

passes the understanding of this world? What’s going on? I 

don’t suspect that this is a passage we are instinctively drawn 

to! It is not what we want to hear. 

It certainly wasn’t what the Jewish nation wanted to hear 

either. Where was the warrior king who was going to usher in 

the Kingdom of God, a time of Messianic peace; they did not 

want to hear about his coming baptism of fire. That was not 

their image of the Messiah. They wanted victory, not a cross. 

They firmly believed that the fires of Judgement at the end time 

would not be for them, but for other the nations. These are 

uncomfortable words for Jesus listeners.  And remember, the 

Jewish nation had a strong sense of family, so to hear of such 

division, would have been hard to hear.  

What clearly comes out of this difficult passage is the cross of 

Christ. It is always before the eyes of Jesus, its long shadow 

stretching out in front of him. He knew the events of the cross 

were still to come. We understand the cross as offering 

forgiveness through the love and the justice of God, what Jesus 

is saying here, is also causes division.  



I suppose history teaches us that. From the time of the Roman 

Empire Christians have always had to make the choice, to follow 

Christ, his lifestyle, his ethics, and in so doing, create division as 

well as peace. The choice is never an easy one. The peace of 

Christ is not the peace of the world.  

We are all amateur weather forecasters! It is probably the thing 

that most people speak about – the weather. In 1
st

 century 

Palestine, clouds from the west, from the Mediterranean Sea, 

meant rain and winds from the southern deserts meant heat. 

Jesus says to them, you can predict the weather, but you don’t 

seem to be able to understand the ‘signs of the time’. He is 

challenging them to look around, open their eyes and ears to 

what is happening in the world around them. 

Remember the words of Jesus as he called the first of his 

disciples, “The right time has come and the Kingdom of God is 

near!” The message of Jesus is obvious. What God has been 

saying to his people down through the centuries, is being 

fulfilled, right in front of your very eyes. If you do not look in the 

right places you will never see, and if you do not understand 

what you see you will never have vision, to read the “signs of 

the time”.  

I was wondering how we might understand this idea of the 

Kingdom of God. In one sense it is already here. Christ and his 

baptism of fire on the cross have taken place and the 

resurrection Spirit came as tongues of fire at Pentecost. Yet, 

since the Kingdom of God is still to be fulfilled, remember last 

Sunday we thought about the promised return of Jesus, we live 

in an “In-between” period.   

And any “in between” time is one of tension. It is a waiting time 

between what was and what is to come. It will always be a time 

of unanswered questions and tough choices. A time to take risks 

in the journey of faith and where mistakes will be made. In our 

own lives, it will be a time of division between faith and doubt, 

and a place where divisions will emerge, because people will 

seek different things and have different priorities.  

But in the background, supporting all this uncertainty and 

doubt, is the love of God, which is far greater than our widest 

and greatest divisions and which forgives us, even when we are 

blind, and fail to read the “signs of the time”. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


