Matthew 10:24-39
It must have been around this time three years ago that I came for interview, because you kindly gave this passage to preach on!!!!
There are some Gospel readings that seem to arrive carrying a gift. They bring familiar words about mercy, forgiveness, and peace, and we welcome them gladly because they speak directly to our deepest hopes. Then there are passages like today's, which arrive carrying more questions than comfort. They unsettle us before they reassure us, and they challenge us before they console us.
"Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword."
Those words do not sit easily alongside the images many of us cherish about Jesus. We know him as the one who blesses children, calms storms, and teaches his followers to love their enemies. So when we hear him speaking of swords and division, our first instinct may be either to explain the words away or to wonder whether we have somehow misunderstood him.
Yet before Jesus says anything about swords, he speaks about fear. Three times in this passage he tells his disciples not to be afraid. Three times he returns to the same theme, as though he knows that fear is the thing most likely to keep them from following where he leads.
Fear has always been one of humanity's most faithful companions. It waits with us in hospital corridors and sits quietly beside us during sleepless nights. It appears whenever relationships become strained, when plans unravel, when communities change, or when the future begins to look unfamiliar. Fear convinces us that everything depends upon us, and that if we loosen our grip for even a moment, everything might fall apart.
Jesus knows this. He knows his disciples are afraid, and so before he asks anything of them, he reminds them who holds them.
He points to sparrows.
Not eagles. Not magnificent creatures that draw crowds and admiration. Sparrows. Small, common birds that most people hardly notice. Yet Jesus says that not one of them falls beyond God's care.
It is such a wonderfully ordinary image. In the marketplaces of the ancient world, they were sold for next to nothing, and yet Jesus says that not one of them falls beyond the care of God. It is a remarkable thing to say because it suggests that if God notices sparrows, then perhaps God notices all the things that seem insignificant to everyone else. Perhaps God notices the quiet grief that never finds words, the private disappointments hidden behind polite smiles, and the prayers whispered so softly that we are not even sure they count as prayers. The God Jesus reveals  is attentive to the details of our ordinary lives. He knows us so completely that Jesus can say, with almost playful exaggeration, that even the hairs of our heads are counted.
This is not a promise that hardship will never come. In fact, Jesus says exactly the opposite. A disciple is not above the teacher. If Jesus himself faced misunderstanding, rejection, and opposition, then his followers should not expect a different path.
The promise is not that life will be easy. The promise is that we will not face it alone.
Perhaps that is especially important to remember when we come to Jesus' troubling words about the sword.
Throughout history these verses have sometimes been misunderstood as though Jesus were endorsing violence. Yet the same Jesus who tells Peter to put away his sword in Gethsemane cannot be advocating violence here. The sword must mean something else.
Perhaps it is the sharp edge of truth itself.
The love of God is gentle, but it is also disruptive. It tells the truth. It challenges injustice. It refuses to leave us trapped in patterns that diminish ourselves or others. Like a surgeon's scalpel, it cuts not in order to destroy but in order to heal.
The word of God does something similar. It separates truth from illusion, compassion from indifference, and faithfulness from self-interest. Sometimes that process is uncomfortable because it requires us to surrender parts of ourselves that we have carried for a very long time. Yet the purpose is always life.
That helps us understand why Jesus speaks about division, even within families. He is not celebrating conflict, nor is he encouraging people to abandon those they love. Rather, he is acknowledging the reality that faithfulness can create tension. When someone begins to live by the values of God's kingdom, old assumptions may be challenged and long-established patterns disrupted. Even those closest to us may struggle to understand the changes taking place.
We know something about that ourselves. Following Christ has a way of asking difficult things of us. It asks us to forgive when resentment feels easier. It asks us to speak truth when silence would be more comfortable. It asks us to choose compassion over judgment, generosity over self-protection, and hope over cynicism.
And perhaps this is where we need to be careful about how we wield the sword ourselves.
Christians do not always do this well. There are times when the church has mistaken the sword of truth for the sword of judgment, drawing lines that Christ never asked us to draw and deciding who is worthy of God's love and who is not. Yet the God revealed in Jesus often seems to reach further than we expect, gathering people we might overlook and welcoming people we might hesitate to welcome.
Our task is not to stand at the gates of the kingdom deciding who belongs inside and who remains outside. Our task is to follow Christ faithfully, allowing his truth and love to do their work in us while trusting God with the wider work of mercy.
The sword of Christ is never a weapon against our neighbour. It is directed toward whatever prevents us from loving our neighbour well.
And that finally brings us to the cross.
When Jesus calls his disciples to take up their cross and follow him, he is inviting them into a way of life shaped by self-giving love. This is not about seeking suffering for its own sake. It is about placing faithfulness above comfort and God's purposes above our need for control.
That is difficult teaching in a culture that prizes convenience and security. We naturally want to preserve our lives, protect our interests, and avoid unnecessary sacrifice. Yet Jesus offers the paradox that lies at the very heart of the Gospel: those who cling tightly to life eventually lose it, while those who entrust their lives to God discover a deeper life than they imagined possible.
The invitation of Jesus is not into a smaller life marked by grim religious duty. It is into a fuller life shaped by mercy, generosity, courage, and trust. It is the life Jesus himself embodied and the life he offers to those who follow him.
And so we arrive where we began, not with swords or crosses, but with trust.
The world gives us plenty of reasons to be afraid. Yet Jesus asks us to remember the sparrows. He asks us to remember that God sees what others overlook and holds what others neglect. He asks us to trust that even when hardship comes, as it surely will, we do not face it alone.
For the God who watches over sparrows watches over us as well. The God who counts the hairs on our heads knows every joy and sorrow we carry. And the God who calls us to take up the cross is also the God who leads us through death into life.
So perhaps the invitation at the heart of this difficult Gospel is simpler than it first appears. In a fearful world, trust. In a divided world, love. In a world obsessed with self-preservation, follow. And in all things, remember that your life rests in the hands of the God who never loses sight of even a sparrow.

Let us pray
Loving God, When fear threatens to overwhelm us, remind us that we are held in your care. Give us courage to follow Christ, humility to receive your truth, and grace to love others as you love them. Keep us from judging who belongs in your kingdom, and teach us instead to trust in your mercy.
When the way is difficult, help us to take up our cross with faith, knowing that you lead us always from fear to trust, from death to life. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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