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“Not Peace, but a Sword” 

June 21, 2020 

Scripture:  Romans 6:1b-11, Matthew 10:24-39 

The letter to the Romans is sort of unique among Paul’s letter because it’s written to a 

group of folks Paul never met.  He knew a few of the members of that community but he did not 

found that community, so he didn’t have a relationship with them already.  So the nature of that 

letter is really a little different from all the others.  This letter is Paul’s way of introducing his 

understanding of faith to people whom he’s never met and so people who have never heard his 

perspective and his interpretation.   

Paul is really our first theologian.  He’s the first one to interpret the death and 

resurrection of Jesus in a way that provides a framework for folks to think about who they are 

when they make their commitment to become followers of Christ.  And what we discover in this 

letter is Paul is not only a theologian, he’s a mystic.  He looks at Jesus’ death and resurrection 

and he takes baptism and talks about baptism within that context--we die and are raised in Christ 

through baptism.  It is a mystical transformation.  The old self is allowed to die, crucified with 

Christ.   

For Paul this is an entirely interior experience.  He talks a little about that in some of his 

other letters where he talks about his past life, which was a good life, was an honorable life, a life 

in which he devoutly followed an understanding of Torah that was similar to the Pharisees.  He 

himself calls himself a Pharisee.  It’s not certain that he was actually part of that movement or on 

the fringe of that movement or simply identified with it in some way, but he leaves all of that 

behind.  He leaves it behind because he discovers a new understanding of what it means to be in 

relationship to God through his encounter mystically, spiritually with Christ.  It’s very personal.  

And he is very open about that.  He doesn’t say that this is how every person must experience 

God but he does make it clear that for him, this has been transformative. His entire life is made 

different because of this experience.   

Now for Paul and for Christians today, what faith is on the one hand personal but it is 

never private.  There’s always some kind of public expression, and for Paul that expression came 

in this community of faith.  We make this transformation and we become part of a new 

community of people who share that belief and a community that is separate from the rest of 

society.  All the divisions that exist in the rest of society are eliminated within this new 

community.  And so Paul at times in other letters talks about in Christ there is no longer Jew or 

Greek, slave or free, male and female—so all those divisive categories that we use in our society 

and in the society of the Roman world are eliminated in this new community that’s established.  

But for Paul that community is really sort of an oasis; it’s a bastion to be prepared for what was 

coming and Paul fully believed that Jesus would return within his lifetime and that society itself 

would be eradicated, that there would be no need for society of any kind because we would all 

find our own in God.   

This is what Paul believed and so he didn’t talk about social transformation, he didn’t talk 

about the whole Roman Empire becoming part of this new kingdom that’s been ushered in by 

Christ that he has entered through this new life.  That really is left to the Gospels and Paul did 

not have the Gospels. He knew about Jesus’ death and resurrection, the passion narrative, and the 
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resurrection stories; and he experienced that in his own life.  But he didn’t know really about 

Jesus’ teachings.  He didn’t have the stories of how Jesus interacted with individuals throughout 

Judea.  And so for Paul, this internal experience was really a way to protect us until Jesus’ return.   

In the Gospels, though, we find what I think is a very different vision.  In the Gospels, 

especially in this passage in Matthew, Jesus points out what the implications are for his teaching.  

He talks about the cost of following him.  He talks about how the peace that he is offering may 

not feel like peace to a lot of people who experience it.  Now in the Roman world there was such 

a thing as the Pax Romana.  The Pax Romana, the Roman peace, was established and maintained 

through violence.  The peace that Jesus brings is a peace that will be established through justice, 

through restoration.  So Jesus points out that when we start to take hold of that understanding, 

when we start to live from that understanding of peace where justice becomes more important 

than violence, conflict develops because justice requires a change of circumstances.  We’ve 

known this from the Gospel of Luke, for instance, from the very beginning when Mary sings that 

the rich will be sent away empty while the poor will have their stomachs full of good food, that 

the downtrodden will be lifted up, the lowly lifted while the mighty will be thrown from their 

thrones of power.  That’s the image that Jesus is enacting in his ministry.  He is going into the 

world and reversing circumstances.  And he knows; he knows what will happen. 

A lot of folks are troubled I think by this image of Jesus saying I did not come to bring 

peace, but a sword.  And yet there is I think a real sense of reality behind that.  I mean, in the real 

world when we try to infuse justice into a situation, invariably someone is hurt, someone resists. 

What is peace for those who are downtrodden, restoration is an affront to those who are 

privileged.  Jesus understood that.  He characterizes it as a battle between generations:  son 

against father; daughter against mother; the old versus the new.  And whenever these two clash, 

it will always be trouble, there will always be conflict.   You know, as I thought about that and 

the idea of how transformation has been received through history, I think of the church.  And I 

cannot think of a time when a movement to be more inclusive, whether it be of people of color or 

of women or of people who are gay and lesbian, when the church in this country and through 

most of the world didn’t resist; didn’t resist transformation because in that transformation comes 

a change of circumstance.  The church will have to create room for those who are being 

included.  Those who are at the center of power will have to make room for others who are now 

being invited to take up the reins, to be part of that decision-making class.   

Conflict arises.  It’s like a sword.  We become severed from those things that we’re so 

deeply attached to, from that old self.  You see Paul was right; the old self must die, the old self 

within us.  That ego that we have so nurtured throughout our lives, that must die if we want to 

live anew in Christ.  And likewise in church, the old self of the church must die so that a new 

church can emerge, so that the church can experience the resurrection God intends.   

Today we’re seeing a similar kind of transformation in the world.  Black Lives Matter, 

that movement that is being chanted through the streets, is a moment of transformation.  The 

church has a role.  Will we resist or will we open up our arms and make room?  Will we become 

advocates for this movement and recognize that the old must die?  The old systems of racist 

institutions must die so that something new can emerge.  But it will be like a sword.  And it will 

sever important attachments that we have made with our old self.  And yet the church, the church 

has to get out of the way.  There needs to be a way for access for the people of color into our 

systems of economics and education and healthcare and real estate.  There needs to be 
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reparations.  It’s time to confess and to make amends.  And there needs to be new relationships.  

It’s time for us to move beyond the boundaries that we observe and eradicate the divisions 

between us--just like those communities that Paul founded, just like the church is meant to be, a 

place where peace does prevail.  Once the sword has made its way through us to separate us from 

or old our self, peace will prevail and justice will take hold, restored what has gone awry.  

Amen.  

 


