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Second Sunday after Trinity 2017 

Jeremiah 20: 7 – 13; Matthew 10: 24 – 39 

 

“The man who has not found anything worth dying for, 

is not fit to live!”  Sorry about the non-inclusive 

language, but those are the words Martin Luther King 

used.  I will admit I had to look up on the internet who 

it was that said it; but it’s a quote that was pounded 

into us at school by one of our teachers.  Actually I 

remembered it, 35 years on, in a slightly varied 

version:  “The man who hasn’t found anything worth 

dying for, hasn’t found anything worth living for.”  But 

apparently the correct quote is “The man who has not 

found anything worth dying for, is not fit to live!” 

 

But it’s a bit of a challenge - isn’t it? - to think of 

something you would be prepared to die for.  It 

sometimes surprises me what people are prepared to 

die for, or to kill for.  I can understand that there will 

be some Irish people who will be convinced that the 

whole of Ireland ought to be incorporated into the 

Republic of Ireland.  Whether you happen to agree or 

not, you can see that it’s a reasonable political opinion 

to hold.  And I can see that some people will be 

prepared to commit to campaigning for that.  But I 

never understood why – or how – people could be 

prepared to be members of the IRA.  Even if British 

rule is undesirable, isn’t the preferred political option, 

how can it really be so dehumanising that 

dehumanisation of armed conflict is better? 

 

Now I can see that in Martin Luther King’s context it 

was different.  I can see it was different in India under 

colonial rule.  I can see that if I’d lived in South Africa 

under Apartheid I might have concluded – in fact I 

hope I would have concluded - that it was impossible 

to live with integrity without risking my life in the 

armed struggle. 

 

Of course, in the personal or domestic sphere, it’s 

much easier to say what we would be prepared to die 

for.   I suspect there isn’t a parent in church who 
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wouldn’t die for their children.  In the terrorist attack 

in Manchester, a few weeks ago, at the Ariana Grande 

concert, one of the people died precisely because she 

was shielding her niece from the blast.  It is instinctive, 

but it is also heroic.  And I’m sure we were all moved 

with the most profound admiration for the woman 

who died for her niece.  And I guess we would have all 

felt the same if, in different circumstances, the woman 

had died tackling an assailant to protect her niece from 

being killed by him. 

 

The painful truth is, though, that there can be no 

doubt that the rhetorical thrust of this morning’s 

Gospel reading from St.Matthew is that all of these 

examples are forms of idolatry.  They are idolatry 

because they put allegiance to causes or to other 

people before allegiance to Jesus.  And that’s because 

Jesus says he comes to bring a sword; and that sword 

is the cross:  the cross that Jesus went to without 

offering any physical resistance whatsoever.  And that 

means that allegiance to Jesus means you must never 

engage in violence, to protect your country, to protect 

the dignity of fellow human beings, even to protect 

your children.  To do so is to deny Jesus. 

 

So when we talk about denying Jesus, we’re not just 

talking about cracking under torture. We’re saying that 

in 1940 when Nazi Germany was massed on the 

continental coast ready to invade, it was a denial of 

Jesus to offer armed resistance, even though, if we 

hadn’t, so much more evil would have prevailed.  

We’re saying that, if I’m a proper Christian, I’ve got to 

be able to look my children in the eye and say I love 

Jesus more than I love them. 

 

Now, there can be no question that that is the 

rhetorical thrust of Matthew chapter 10.  The question 

is how we respond to it.  And it seems to me there are 

three possible ways – in addition to concluding that 

Christianity is stupid, and simply walking away.  But, 

without doing that, there are three possible responses. 
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The first is to say that St.Matthew’s Gospel is just 

hyperbole.  What the authors of the Gospel mean is 

that we must really, really, really love Jesus.  And 

they’re just using flowery, dramatic language to get the 

point across; and we don’t really have to worry about 

taking the words too seriously.  That’s a very attractive 

option, but I have to say it concerns me that it lets us 

off the hook rather too conveniently. 

 

The second option is to say that it’s not just hyperbole, 

but it is simply an ideal that we know can never be 

attained in this world, but it’s a good sort of thing to 

strive towards.  It’s good to have it held up before us, 

to want to do it in our hearts, even if we know that 

realistically we never can do it.  That’s attractive too.  

But I’m not quite sure how you distinguish what is 

realistically accepting the limitations of the human 

condition and what is being hypocritical, saying one 

thing and doing another. 

 

And then the third option is to take it on the chin and 

to accept that faithful Christian witness demands an 

absolute allegiance to Jesus that comes before any 

other, even to family. 

 

I’ve a horrible feeling that I’ve boxed myself into the 

corner of concluding that that is the faithful response 

to the demands of following Jesus.  It means I’m a very 

poor Christian – there’s no way I’d do it myself; and no 

way I could even in all conscience tell others to do it – 

so a very poor Christian.  Luckily, God is very merciful.  

But make no mistake:  it is on his mercy alone that we 

depend. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


