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Not Peace but a Sword

Text:  Matthew 10:34–42

When Teresa and I married in May of 1973, we were both very young in 
age as well as in our walk with Jesus Christ. We both had made a 
profession of faith during a time in the early ’70s when the “Jesus 
Movement” was in full form. It was an evangelical Christian movement 
beginning on the West Coast of the US in the late ‘60s and early ’70s, and 
spreading throughout North America, Europe and Central America. It 
subsided sometime in the late 1980s. It was very popular among those in 
the counterculture that had been caught up in psychedelic drugs, free love 
(immorality), rock music, and the anti-war culture. Jesus Christ became the 
new high for some but a life-changing experience for others. 

Our first church as Christians went out of their way to accept us and invest 
in who we could become in Christ. I still love the congregation of Grace 
Church in Roanoke, Virginia, pastored by Dr. Jack Arnold. This was a time 
in America and in many places around the world where being a Christian 
was accepted by most, and at least tolerated by those in the western 
hemisphere. Evangelists like Billy Graham, Oral Roberts, Reinhard Bonnke 
or Luis Palau could pack out a stadium filled with tens of thousands every 
night for a week and thousands would come forward to make a decision 
for Christ and in the Billy Graham crusades to the singing of “Just As I 
Am” playing over and over. Being a Christian was seen as respectable by 
most, even when they didn’t agree with the teachings of the word of God.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+10:34-42&version=ESV


One evening two friends that I had grown up with, knocked on our door 
and came into our apartment. They had come to give me an ultimatum, 
either stop being a Christian or we couldn’t be friends anymore. They had 
felt that the direction I was going would be temporary, but they were tired 
of waiting. I wasn’t fun anymore. I told them that Jesus was more 
important to me than their friendship and they left. One of them became a 
strong believer many years later and I had the joy of preaching several 
times at the church where he and his wife attended. The amusing part was 
that when the two friends left our apartment, I was so proud of myself. I 
had stood up for Jesus in the midst of persecution. I have learned that, 
though it was uncomfortable—like a paper cut, by no means was it 
persecution. Today in our country we are beginning to get a clue as to what 
may be coming our way before long. Christianity is seen by many as 
bigoted, unyielding, narrow-minded and dangerous to the point that it 
must be eradicated.

Things in the United States have changed over the years and the word 
“United” seems inaccurate these days. Around the world we read of 
Christians being persecuted for their faith, often either dying or 
languishing in inhuman conditions of third world prisons. Most of us likely 
have friends in other countries who are constantly being careful of where 
they go, and often go to bed wondering if they will be attacked under cover 
of darkness. Being a Christian is illegal in many parts of the world and 
families are torn apart when one member decides to follow Jesus Christ. 

Many of us have read Seeking Allah, Finding Jesus by Nabeel Qureshi and 
we mourned his death last year due to cancer. He had been born into a 
loving and traditional Muslim family. He had been well taught and 
discipled by his mother and father in the ways and teachings of Islam. The 
story is about his journey from Islam to finding Jesus Christ and 



surrendering his life to him. He understood that this would break his 
parents’ heart and even bring them shame within the Islam community. 
However, once he was persuaded that Jesus was the only way to salvation 
and Islam had nothing to offer eternally, what else could he do but turn to 
Jesus? 

I was deeply touched when I read the dedication of his book to his parents.

Ammi and Abba, your undying love for me even when you feel 
I have sinned against you is second only to God’s love for his 
children. I pray you will one day realize his love is truly 
unconditional, that he has offered forgiveness to us all. On that 
day, I pray that you would accept his redemption, so we might 
be a family once again. I love you with all my heart.

In this book, Qureshi reveals the struggle that he endured because he knew 
the effect his conversion to Christianity would have on his family. Once he 
was persuaded as to the identity of Jesus he knew that his allegiance to his 
Lord must come first, not his family. I think it important to note that if 
Nabeel Qureshi had been living in Pakistan, the country of his parents, he 
would have likely been killed for his conversion.

Following and worshipping the God of the scriptures and him alone is not 
a 21st-century idea, its began long ago in the Garden of Eden. All of the 
problems that and difficulties that mankind has encountered over the 
millennia can be traced back to one thing and one thing only: God was not 
honored as of first importance in all things. 

Jesus’ words in Matthew 10:32–42 were not given in case the disciples ran 
into difficulty while following his commands, but were given because 
difficulties and persecution were guaranteed. If it were easy then Jesus 
would not have needed to give his life as a ransom for many. It was and is a 



war between light and darkness since the beginning, and the battle would 
continue to rage on for the disciples. Jesus, God in the flesh, who was 
sinless, came to pay the price for our sins. That demanded a response of 
eternal gratitude and faithful obedience to the God who loved 
unconditionally those who had initially rejected him. Any other response 
would be seen as ingratitude and a mockery of the cross upon which Christ 
died. In Matthew 10 Jesus is not pulling his punches but is laying out the 
gospel truth. In verses 16–31 he tells them that persecution would come, 
and in verse 24 Jesus points out that a servant is not above his master, so 
when they see what is done to him, they should not be surprised when the 
same things happen to those who follow him. Listen to verses 32–34, 

 “So, everyone who acknowledges me before men, I also will 
acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven, but whoever denies 
me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven. 
Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not 
come to bring peace, but a sword.” 

The word used for “acknowledge,” homologeō, means to confess, to declare 
openly, to praise or to celebrate. Jesus was telling his disciples then and 
now that if we openly confess, praise, celebrate and obey Jesus Christ as 
Lord, then he will declare to his Father in Heaven that we are his and that 
is to be celebrated in all of heaven. If not, then Jesus will deny before the 
Father that he even knows them.

One of the most sobering passages in the gospels is Matthew 7:21–23, 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom 
of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in 
heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do 



many mighty works in your name?’ 23 And then will I declare to 
them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of 
lawlessness.’”

This passage is clearly referring to those who were within the organized 
church. They called him “Lord, Lord” and through the powerful name of 
Jesus performed amazing miracles. The doubling of a name (Lord, Lord) 
was seen as an address of intimacy. It’s not claims or feelings of intimacy 
with Jesus that matters, nor is it simply “good works” that matter, even 
miraculous ones, only doing the will of the Father counts. I once heard 
someone say, “It’s not the gifts but the fruit” that matters.

Though this is a very sobering passage, it is meant as a warning that being 
religious isn’t the goal, it’s submitting to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. In 
this day and time Christians everywhere are discovering that Jesus’ call on 
their lives separates them from the values of their society, and society 
responds with persecution. I remember that when I first made a profession 
of faith, I didn’t change all that much initially. One day I was having lunch 
with those I worked with and the subject of Christianity came up. I told 
them that I was a Christian and I’ll never forget the response, “Really, I had 
no idea.” Each Christian should be living a life for the glory of God and 
that can’t help but show. 

I once read that “it is to be feared that many modern Christians, if arrested 
for the crime of following Jesus and tried in court, would have the charges 
dismissed for the lack of evidence.”

The truth is that those who oppose the word of God and the confession of 
Jesus Christ as Lord can often come from within our own families. Jesus 
knew that personally, as his brother’s initially thought he was delusional 
(John 7:5). Listen to Jesus’ warning in Matthew 10:35–37,



“For I have come to set a man against his father, and a daughter 
against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law. And a person's enemies will be those of his own household. 
Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, 
and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of 
me.”

I think there were two reasons that Jesus chooses these examples. First, is 
because it was common for young couples to live with the man’s family. 
The daughter-in-law, mother-in-law relationship has been the focus of 
many jokes, but Jesus is pointing out the conflict that divides like a sword 
when the issue is a difference between following Jesus or the god who has 
been the family’s choice, or no god at all. Jesus must matter more than the 
approval or even the civility of the family. 

Charles Spurgeon wrote, 

What Christ is to you on earth, that you will be to Christ in 
heaven, I shall repeat that truth. Whatever Jesus Christ is to you 
on earth, you will be to him on the day of judgment. If he be 
dear and precious to you, you will be precious and dear to him. 
If you thought everything of him, he will think everything of 
you.

The second reason that I think Jesus uses the example of those close to us is 
because it would have resonated in the minds of his Jewish listeners. Jesus 
quotes from Micah 7:5–7, 

Put no trust in a neighbor;  have no confidence in a friend; guard the 
doors of your mouth from her who lies in your arms; for the son 
treats the father with contempt, the daughter rises up against her 
mother, the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; a man's 



enemies are the men of his own house. But as for me, I will look to 
the Lord; I will wait for the God of my salvation; my God will hear 
me.

This was an issue for Israel then as well as it is for us today. It was an issue 
between brothers even in the beginning where Cain murdered his brother 
Abel out of jealousy for God being pleased with Abel’s sacrifice but not 
Cain’s.

It may seem to be confusing because certainly Jesus’ message of the 
Sermon on the Mount of Matthew 5–7 is a message of peace and how to be 
a peacemaker. But in this passage, he calls the individual to a radical 
commitment to Jesus himself. It is a message that divides between those 
who love and follow him and those who don’t. To the unbeliever, a radical 
devotion to Christ seems fanatical and even mentally unhealthy. I’ve been 
told by well-meaning friends that I’m taking the “Jesus thing” a little too 
far. Just in case anyone would have doubts as to the level of commitment 
that Jesus was calling for or even demanding, let’s consider Matthew 
10:38–39, 

“And whoever does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of 
me. 39 Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life 
for my sake will find it.” 

It’s important to note that this is the first time that the “cross” is mentioned 
in Matthew’s gospel and it’s not directly related to Jesus’ crucifixion. 
However, the disciples would know exactly what the cross represented. 
When a person took up a cross in the time of Jesus, it was for one reason: to 
die. The ancient Roman rulers didn’t negotiate, or compromise, or make 
deals. When you took up your cross, that was it, you were dead. 

Scottish theologian William Barclay in his commentary on Matthew noted:                                     



When the Roman General, Varus, had broken the revolt of 
Judas of Galilee, he crucified two thousand Jews, and placed 
their crosses by the wayside, along the roads to Galilee.

This happened in 4 BC and you can be sure the disciples knew of this. They 
knew the horror and agony of the cross which was one of the cruelest and 
terrifying ways to die. The Romans counted on that fear and dread to keep 
those under their authority in line. 

I’ve tried to imagine what the first disciples thought when Jesus compared 
following him to taking up their cross. What could taking up a cross have 
to do with following Jesus? It’s interesting how we use phrases to convey 
something much less powerful than originally intended. Often people use 
the language of bearing the cross because they have to do things that aren’t 
pleasant, and they would prefer not to do. “Well, that’s just the cross we 
have to bear.” That’s not even close.

So, that there would be no misunderstanding the Apostle Paul clears things 
up in our reading from Romans 6:3–4; 6, 

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ 
Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 We were buried therefore with 
him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in 
newness of life….. We know that our old self was crucified with him 
in order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we 
would no longer be enslaved to sin.

Those who would follow the Lord Jesus must live in a paradox. We can 
only find our life by losing it, and we can only live by dying. The 
resurrected life can only come after we take up our cross and follow Jesus.  
In Romans 6:9–11, Paul sums it up perfectly, 



We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die 
again; death no longer has dominion over him. 10 For the death he 
died he died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God. 
11 So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God 
in Christ Jesus.

So how do we do that? From the time of our birth we are consumed with 
self-love, it’s our heart’s condition. When we die to self we are 
surrendering our lives to God’s will and allowing Jesus to be the Lord of 
our lives. We give up those things that separate us from him and put 
barriers between us and his holiness. In other words, we bow down to the 
one who loved us enough to pay the price of our sins.

Paul wrote in Ephesians 2:20, 

I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.

I’ve often wondered if I would be willing to suffer and die for the glory of 
Jesus Christ. I remembered the boldness that Peter displayed when Jesus 
told him that he would that very night deny Jesus three times before the 
cock crowed. Remember what Peter said? “Even if I must die with you, I 
will not deny you! And all the disciples said the same.” (Matthew 26:35) 
Just a few hours later after Jesus was arrested and was being questioned 
and beaten, Peter did exactly what Jesus said he would and “went aside 
and wept bitterly.” The disciples had left their former lives and 
occupations to follow Jesus, and they stayed with him when others left. 
They loved him and firmly believed that he was the Messiah that Israel had 
longed for, but when it came time to stand up for Jesus in the midst of the 



Sanhedrin, their soldiers and the crowds, all of them ran away leaving 
Jesus alone. 

It wasn’t just a matter of putting to death their old lifestyles or becoming 
more righteous in keeping God’s law. Taking up their cross would require 
laying down their lives if need be. I don’t think it was a matter of not 
loving him, but a matter of not loving him more than their lives. I know 
people who have been threatened with their own death or the death of 
their loved ones, and remained faithful to God, refusing to deny Christ. I 
also know someone who was threatened with death if he didn’t deny 
Christ. He told me that he thought to himself, “I’ll do it, but I won’t mean 
it.” This was when he was a young missionary but when he told me this he 
was in his 70’s. He had repented and God forgave him, but not a day went 
by that he didn’t regret that denial.

The difference that I have observed between those who stand firm in the 
face of terrible persecution and those who crumble, has everything to do 
with the depth of their relationship with Christ and the indwelling 
presence of the Holy Spirit.

Daily following Jesus through his word and Spirit is the lifestyle that 
deepens our relationship. The difference in Peter in Matthew 26:35 and his 
crucifixion in Rome during the reign of Nero sometime between AD 64–67, 
had everything to do with what happened when the resurrected Jesus 
appeared to the disciples and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit on the day 
of Pentecost. Jesus became the most important person in his life, even more 
important than himself. He knew that Jesus was resurrected because he 
had seen him, and he knew of the power of the Holy Spirit because it 
changed him from the inside out. His walk with Jesus was certainly by 
faith, but not faith in Jesus’ existence—he was sure of that—but faith in the 



promises of the resurrected life purchased at the cross. Forfeiting his life 
here was nothing in comparison to seeing his Lord once more, face to face. 

Do you have that assurance? Do you know Jesus like that? If you do then 
whatever comes our way, you will stand in faithfulness and know the 
power of the resurrection. If not, well, then run to Jesus asking for 
forgiveness of sins and a new life in him, and do it today. I would love to 
meet with you and help with that. I love the joy of knowing Jesus and I 
look forward to the day of his coming but until then let us be found busy 
with the Lord’s work. I want to close with the beautiful ending of Psalm 
89:13–18,

13 You have a mighty arm;   
strong is your hand, high your right hand. 

14 Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; 
     steadfast love and faithfulness go before you.  
15 Blessed are the people who know the festal shout,  

who walk, O Lord, in the light of your face,  
16 who exult in your name all the day  

and in your righteousness are exalted. 
17 For you are the glory of their strength;  

by your favor our horn is exalted. 
18 For our shield belongs to the Lord,  

our king to the Holy One of Israel.

Let’s pray!
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