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Thoughts on a difficult passage

This passage is a difficult one because it does not sit easily with our understanding of the Christian religion as one in which we are called to love one another, believe in the Prince of Peace, and find fulfilment and deep joy in life. 

There are three main points to be made to help us here:

1. The Rabbi’s exaggerated language

“Hyperbole (exaggeration, guzma or havai in Hebrew) is a common and accepted literary device in Rabbinic teaching, used to make moral or theological points vivid, memorable, and serious.”
Internet 

Jesus was teaching his disciples in the manner of Jewish rabbis (especially in Matthew chapter 10 – the second block of teaching in the gospel) and he uses hyperbole and exaggerated language to make his points. The language was not meant to be taken literally and the listeners generally knew, and understood that (although, famously, the Pharisee Nicodemus misunderstands Jesus when he talks hyperbolically about ‘being born again’ but, perhaps this was deliberate misunderstanding). 

2. Some things remain a mystery

Some parts of the Bible (including the teaching of Jesus) will always be a bit of a mystery. Whilst trying to understand them as best we can, ultimately, we must leave them in a box labelled ‘To await full understanding’ believing that, in heaven, all will be revealed and made clear.

3. What are the main points to be taken from this passage?

Having done our best to understand the language in the context of the time, having then put the things that we still do not understand in our personal ‘Mystery’ box, then the most important task remains, which is to discern the essential points that Jesus is making. In the passage under consideration, the points might be said to be:

v 34 – 36 

Rather than a call to arms, these verses describe (metaphorically) what his message is likely to result in i.e. division and hostility within families and communities. Where the message of the gospel is truly preached, there will be acceptance from some and opposition from others.

v 37 – 38 

Commitment to Jesus is absolute, involving the high cost of loving him more than family and friends. This will mean, metaphorically, taking up a cross i.e. the ultimate sacrifice of submitting everything to the overall commitment to Jesus and his mission.

v 39

The above is what is meant by ‘losing life’ for the sake of Jesus, but the paradox is that, for true Christian disciples, the result will be that they find abundant and joyful life.
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