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A very shocking message—Christ divides people!  Jesus, whom we call our peace, 

actually said, 

 

“don’t think I’ve come to bring peace to the earth…no, but rather division. 

 

 If you feel unsettled by this, don’t feel alone. This statement seems to contradict a 

central point of faith.   

 

Central to the Christian message is that Jesus Christ breaks down barriers of race, 

social class, political ideology, gender, economic status, and religious doctrines to 

bring people together as one humanity.   

 

But what happens when we don’t want that? What happens when we can’t or won’t 

accept that Jesus changes things?  Jesus brings peace, but it is peace on his terms. 

What if that runs against the wishes of the public? Then there is division. The 

division can be harsh. 

 

Make no mistake—Jesus Christ encroaches on our personal boundaries.  There is 

something in this gospel for every one of us not to like. We prefer our religion to 

soothe us at the rough edges and confirm us in the places where we are happy and 

comfortable. We like to restrict Christian life and thought to the purely personal, 

leaving out the political, social, and economic.  

 

The Christianity I grew up with was primarily about personal piety.  Most of the 

preachers in my early life were godly men who believed that the world was 

changed by focusing on individual salvation.  Their preaching focused on personal 

sins, and their avoidance. Beyond that was a line that was seldom crossed.  I 

remember my grandfather criticized a preacher who had “quit preaching and gone 

to meddling,” as if preaching was properly confined to topics that were agreeable 

and safe. 

 

The consequence of this is self-righteousness. If I am not guilty of the sins of the 

flesh, I can consider myself a good person with no further spiritual obligations.  Self-

righteousness ignores social problems like racism, poverty, public corruption, 

dishonest business practice, and oppressive public policy, and it zones off parts of 

human life we wish to keep for ourselves. 



 

The first preacher I ever heard say anything controversial about public life was 

Martin Luther King, Jr. It was difficult for me as a young person because as I found 

myself inspired by King’s preaching and writing (King’s Letter From A Birmingham 

Jail remains one of the most influential works I have ever read) most of the people 

around me were profoundly disturbed by him, some in hateful ways. King sought to 

bring social change to our country through the preaching of the gospel. There were 

plenty of people who would have none of it, calling him a communist or worse. 

While King was the most prominent voice at the time in the civil rights movement, 

there were many who went unnoticed as they took stands of conscience based on 

Christian faith. 

 

In other words, they were divisive in the name of Christ. They were divisive on 

issues of civil rights, war and peace, political reform, empowerment of women, 

equality of LGBT persons, and other similar concerns.  It was hard.  Families were 

divided.  Friendships broke.  Churches split. It was something Jesus predicted. 

 

Now let me be very clear:  The Christian Church exists to preach the gospel for the 

salvation of humankind.   Our mission is to know Christ and to make him known, to 

go into all the world to make disciples.  This is never under dispute. We are not a 

advocacy group for any partisan cause. 

 

We are, however, people with a conscience. In the Bible, conscience is not a private 

matter. It is a matter of witness to God. Conscience was about the honor and glory 

to God.  For us, it is similar. If I have been touched by grace, does that not change 

my mind about how life is lived? How does the love of Christ compel me in the 

world I inhabit? How does the truth of Christ motivate me as I live in society? How 

does the presence of Christ move me as I do my work? 

 

For the Christian, conscience is about moving beyond personal opinion to submit 

our thoughts to the scrutiny of Christ himself.  The church in every age has to 

decide: to whom do we listen?  Who do we follow?  

 

Here is how I heard a commentator put it: 

 

We will listen to him, or we won’t 

We will believe him, or we won’t 

We will follow him, or we will crucify him. 

 



Those of us who name Jesus Christ as Lord will be called upon someday to 

demonstrate the truth of our profession. That demonstration will almost certainly 

put us at odds with some part of a world that prefers the barriers that Christ means 

to break down. If we fail to hear him, or if we fail to act on what we hear, then there 

is no good news for the world into which we are sent. 

 

Remember that the issue is never you. Christ is the issue; he is the divider, even the 

enemy to some. Our behavior and character must always Christ-like, our words 

must always be true and that our love must always be genuine.  I have seen too 

many zealous Christians become obnoxious to the point of distaste, and then revel 

in their rejection, thinking that such behavior is a validating sign of faithfulness.   

 

No, the proper way to exercise conscience is devotion to Jesus Christ himself, 

without fear, and without regard to political power, social prominence, or economic 

security.  This was most powerfully demonstrated by Martin Luther 

“Unless I am convicted by Scripture and plain reason…my conscience is captive to 

the Word of God… for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I 

stand, I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen.” 

 

How do we interpret the present time? The time we are in does not need any more 

angry voices. The time we are in calls for the love of God, and the love of neighbor. 

It calls for life of Christ, lived out by those who are his followers. Here we stand. 

God help us, we can do no other. 

 


