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    When I was in seminary, back in the days when Jimmy Carter was President, one of the 
preaching professors told us that we should have a sermon title that, if it were able to be put on a 
church signboard, would be interesting enough to cause people to want to get off the bus and 
come into the sanctuary to hear the sermon.  Well, I don’t do that.  I usually have a sermon title 
that is generic enough to allow the sermon to go where it wants to go.  But I do often take a look 
at church signboards to see if sermon titles are listed, and I also check to see what kind of 
messages are displayed on the signboard.  Often those messages are cutesy little sayings that, I 
think, do not show the depth and power of our theology. 
 
    Many sermon titles or topics that I have seen displayed seem to indicate that God is very 
interested in the “how-to” kind of church practice.  How to have a better life.  How to become 
more prosperous. How to be a blessing to others.  How to be a good parent.  How to be a good 
spouse.  I’m not really sure where the Jesus of the cross fits into any of those thoughts, but I have 
seen those kinds of things a lot. 
 
    I have also seen signboards outside that advertise a sermon series on family values.  Family 
values.  I guess someone might have to inform me of just what that means, because it can mean 
so many different things to so many different people.  But I can tell you this: there really isn’t a 
whole lot in the Scriptures about family values.  And I can also tell you this: there really isn’t a 
whole lot in the Scriptures that talk about good, healthy family relationships, at least the way we 
might describe good, healthy family relationships. 
 
    Think about it.  As Jesus began one of his best-known parables, he said, “A man had two 
sons.”  So let’s go there for a minute.  Two sons.  Cain and Abel – not too good.  Esau and Jacob 
– also fraught with conflict. While the story of Joseph deals with more than two sons, that one 
isn’t all that healthy either. And in the parable of the prodigal son, those two sons had issues.  
 
    Well then, let’s think about people in the Scriptures who are married, or at least are a couple. 
Adam and Eve.  Not such happy results.  Abraham and Sarah – he didn’t treat her properly a 
couple of times (tell the people you are my sister, not my wife), and she told him to go have a 
child with Hagar.  David and his wives, one who openly hated him.  We don’t know how many 
of the disciples were married, but if any were married, they sure were away from home a lot of 
the time.  So I’m not sure this “family values” thing has a lot of Scriptural support. 
 
    And then we read this passage where it sounds like Jesus is taking family relationships and 
“family values” and just tossing them completely under the bus.  I mean, this just doesn’t sound 
like the Jesus we talk about on Sundays, does it?  It sure doesn’t sound like the Jesus we talk 
about with our children in Sunday School.  We have been raised, and we teach, pretty much that 
Jesus is our friend, that Jesus is nice and wants us to be nice, that Jesus is kind.  And this passage 
seems to drop a bomb on all of that. 
 



    First, keep in mind that the Jesus who says this is a Jesus who has his face set toward 
Jerusalem, who was discussing at his transfiguration his departure, his exodus at Jerusalem. His 
single-minded thinking is Jerusalem and a cross.  And that ministry, that cross, is really a turning 
point, a crisis point, for him and for the world.  A crisis, according to the dictionary, is “an 
emotionally significant event or radical change of status in a person’s life.”  It is “the decisive 
moment (as in a literary plot).”  It is “an unstable or crucial time or state of affairs in which a 
decisive change is impending.”i  A time of decision.  A crucial time. 
 
    Yet so often when we think about Christian faith, we think about making sure our behaviors 
are somewhat in line with, say, maybe the Ten Commandments.  We think about Jesus adding 
certain things to our lives, improving our lives, making things better than they would be without 
Jesus.  We think about Jesus helping us to become a better boss or a better spouse.  We think 
about Jesus being one more aspect of our lives, but not necessarily the central aspect of our lives.  
And that thing about the cross?  In many ways we would just as soon have a Jesus without a 
cross, because that cross shows the crisis, the decisive moment, that decision that we have to 
make about being really serious about following Jesus or just kind of agreeing with some cultural 
and religious statements about Jesus. 
 
    The question is – what are we to do with this Jesus, this Jesus who is going to a cross?  What 
do we have to say about this Jesus?  And our answer may well put us at odds with the culture, 
may well cause some separation between family members, may well cause us to change our 
thoughts and perspectives about the priorities in our lives.  If we are comfortable in our lives, 
comfortable in how things are going, we’re not sure we want Jesus coming in and shaking things 
up.  We want Jesus to improve our lives, not change us, not transform us. 
 
    Remember the birth narrative that Luke gives us?  The announcement to the shepherds 
included these words, “for unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ, 
the Lord.”  Christ, the Lord.  At the beginning of that chapter we are told that a decree had gone 
out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be enrolled.  Caesar Augustus – one who was 
called Lord.  One who was called son of god.  So right at the beginning of Jesus’ earthly life we 
have this conflict of two worlds bumping up against each other – the kingdom of Caesar and the 
kingdom of God.  Is Caesar lord, or is Christ the Lord?  This is not something where one can sit 
on the fence.  As Jesus said elsewhere in his ministry, one cannot serve two masters.  In that 
statement he was speaking about money.  But it applies equally to the question of which 
kingdom is first in our lives. 
 
    If some people are serving the kingdom of Caesar, and some others are serving the kingdom of 
God, can we be surprised that there will be conflicts?  Can we be surprised that there might be 
situations where fathers are divided against sons or mothers against daughters?  We are seeing 
that right now in what is taking place in this country, where there is a great divide between 
people, even family members, over political situations.  If family members are not talking to 
each other because some believe that an election was stolen and some believe that the election 
was fair, why do we think that some responses to the person and ministry of Jesus wouldn’t 
cause some division?  I mean, the division over who Jesus is, or to what kingdom we give 
ourselves is a far greater decisive moment than that which deals with an election.  And if it is not 
a far greater decisive moment, then we have domesticated Jesus into some kind of religious good 
luck charm, or perhaps into someone we try to manipulate in order to get some good things in 
life. 
 
    Does Jesus cause that division?  No.  I know what the text says.  I know what Jesus’s words 
are.  The response of people to who Jesus is may cause division.  But it is still true that Jesus 



seeks to bring peace to people, that Jesus desires that his people live in unity, that our love for 
Christ and our commitment to Christ are more important than any other love or commitment.  
And for those whose first commitment is to Christ, that can mean that family relationships, and 
many other relationships, have a richness and a depth that are greater than we can otherwise 
imagine. 
 
    Jesus is not anti-family here. He is anti-idolatry. He is saying, as the Hebrew Scriptures also 
tell us, that we shall have no other gods before Yahweh.  He is saying that we cannot serve two 
masters – culture and Christ.  He is calling us to a decision of which kingdom is first in our lives 
and hearts. 
 
    So which kingdom is first in our hearts and lives? 
 
 
 

i Merriam Webster dictionary on-line 
                                                


