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June 30, 2013      Luke 9:51-55 

 

51 As the time approached for him to be taken up, Jesus resolutely set out for Jerusalem. 52 And 

he sent messengers on ahead, who went into a Samaritan village to get things ready for him; 53 

but the people there did not welcome him, because he was heading for Jerusalem. 54 When the 

disciples James and John saw this, they asked, “Lord, do you want us to call fire down from 

heaven to destroy them?” 55 But Jesus turned and rebuked them, 56 and they went to another 

village. 
 

What Kind of Fire Should We Pray For?  

 

I. The original fire 

 

The Old Testament is full of vivid stories that show God's power and might. One of the most eye 

opening stories is found in 1 Kings chapter 1. The king of Samaria (which was northern Israel) fell 

down and injured himself. He wanted to know if he was going to die from the injury or not, so he sent 

some men to inquire of Baal-Zebub – the god of Ekron – to find out. This angered God, so he sent 

Elijah to intercept the messengers and tell the king he was going to die; and that he shouldn't have been 

inquiring of the god of Ekron in the first place. When the king figured it out that it was Elijah who sent 

the message, he wanted to talk with him. So he sent a company of 50 soldiers out to basically arrest 

Elijah and bring him back. 

 

That's where the story gets interesting. When the captain and his 50 men went to Elijah, Elijah said, “If 

I am a man of God, may fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty men!” 

Then fire fell from heaven and consumed the captain and his men. This didn't deter the king, so he 

sent another 50 guys, and the exact thing happened. Well, the king proceeded to send ANOTHER 50 

guys, but the third captain was scared to death. He saw 100 charred corpses on the ground. He went 

and begged for mercy from Elijah, and Elijah went with him without burning him or his soldiers to 

death. 

 

II. The fire of James and John 

 

James and John knew this story well. They also had experienced their own power. They saw Jesus still 

a raging storm. Jesus enabled them to chase out demons and heal the sick. The kingdom of God was 

coming with power, and they were feeling it.  

 

All of that was about to change. It was time for Jesus to go to Jerusalem to die. It was time to head 

south. At this time it might be good to have a quick geography lesson. Jesus grew up in the north where 

there seemed to be a concentration of Jews. The majority of the Jews were down south by Jerusalem. In 

between them there was a concentration of half-Jews; people who had intermarried with the Gentiles 

that had been placed there after the Assyrian captivity. There was a history of animosity between the 

Jews and the Samaritans. Jews would even often travel around Samaria out of disdain for their half-

brothers. Samaritans had their own version of worship; an offshoot of some sort from true Judaism; on 

their own mountain in the north. (cf. John 4) This was the region that Jesus decided to travel straight 

through on the way to Jerusalem. He wasn't going to waste time going around. He held no animosity to 

the Samaritans.  
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As they were on the way they would naturally set foot in small villages along the way to eat and drink. 

So he sent some disciples ahead to prepare the way. The people there did not welcome him, because 

he was heading for Jerusalem. When the disciples James and John saw this, they asked, “Lord, 

do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them?”They were outraged that these 

people would reject welcoming Jesus, and they wanted a re-enactment of what Elijah did in Samaria 

long before: burn them all to a crisp.  

 

That would be pretty impressive, wouldn't it? Christopher Hitchens was a real blasphemous atheist who 

just hated the Christianity and did all he could to speak against it on TV and in debates.  Bill Maher is 

another guy who absolutely despises Christianity and any religion; talking all kinds of smack.  Some 

Christians might think, “What if fire had just come from heaven and fried him right there; or if he even 

had a heart attack right on the spot? It would be an eye opener, wouldn't it?”  A little fire from heaven 

might do the trick and wake people up!  

 

There’s one friend I have who somewhat has the attitude of James and John. His mother is a staunch 

atheist, and according to him she is a mean woman. He has tried to witness to her for years, and she has 

only become more and more hardened.  He bluntly told me, “I know this is going to sound bad, but I 

really don’t care if she goes to hell. I’m done with her.” That’s hard to hear someone say that about 

their own mother.  But I’m not in his shoes. I don’t know what he’s all gone through with her.   

 

As the battle lines are drawn between liberals and conservatives in society and theology, it is easy to 

develop the same attitude.   We grew up in an America that had our values. Now it doesn’t.  Kanye and 

Kim are having a child and have no plans of marriage. Gay marriage has passed in another state. The 

ELCA has accepted homosexual bishops, along with the Methodists and Episcopalians. People that you 

know post things on Facebook that promote the very things they were brought up to know are wrong.   

There is also a larger and larger contingency of people who are quick to accuse conservative Christians 

of being hate-mongers and bigots.  A part of you might want to grit your teeth and say with James and 

John, “to hell with them.” 

 

III. The fire of Jesus 

 

There's an interesting story in the Old Testament about a bunch of people who were going to rebel 

against Moses in the desert.  Fire came from the presence of God and burned them alive.  Here’s the 

strange thing: instead of scaring the people straight, they rallied together and tried to attack Moses 

again! It didn't convert anyone. It just made them angrier; they tried to rebel again! (Numbers 16) 

 

If we had God frying people left and right we might have more people in church, but why would they 

be there? Because they were afraid of getting fried. That is not the kind of faith that God wants. He 

wants people coming here to worship Him for His mercy and kindness; to cling to His forgiveness in 

Christ – over the fact that He went through the fire of God’s wrath for us; not merely because they are 

afraid of getting fried.  We might also have many more people digging in their heels and rebelling all 

the more like the Israelites did; angry over the people that were burned.   

 

Fiery as they were, Jesus rebuked James and John. “You don’t know what kind of a spirit you’re 

speaking with. That’s not what I came for. I came to save people, not destroy them.” James and 



3 

 

John weren't coming from an attitude of wanting people to believe and be saved. They just wanted 

them to submit and fall in line. They wanted Jesus to rule with power and might; to scare people into 

the faith; to rule with fire from heaven.  The Samaritans hadn’t warranted that type of response.  The 

disciples tried to go there one day and the people didn’t welcome them, specifically because Jesus was 

heading for Jerusalem. What does that tell us? Maybe they felt like Jesus thought he was better than 

them; that Jesus would be like all of the other Jews. Earlier in His ministry Jesus told His disciples not 

to go to the Samaritans or Gentiles; only the Jews. Maybe all of this had a play in it. For whatever 

reason, something set them off to the point that they didn’t even want to see Jesus. It may have been an 

animosity that they were brought up with. This much we can say, it couldn’t have been personally 

against Jesus, because they hadn’t even met Him or listened to Him. 

 

Nonetheless, James and John wanted Jesus to rule with fire.  The ironic thing is that Jesus does rule 

with fire; but not the type that burns anyone to death. On the day of Pentecost it simply landed on the 

disciples’ heads and allowed them to speak. They spoke of what an evil thing they had done by 

crucifying God’s Son.  But they also spoke of God’s mercy and forgiveness. They spoke of the purpose 

of Jesus’ crucifixion; to die for the sins of the world. They spoke of the free gift of salvation through 

baptism and faith, God's own promise of fire protection. The fire that Jesus poured on them was the gift 

of the Holy Spirit, through which they simply spoke to people. The Holy Spirit worked through that 

simple word to burn into people’s souls and bring people to faith. Some mocked, but they weren’t fried 

on the spot. Peter just kept on speaking; and many were converted.  

 

Think about the history of the Bible. Manasseh was an Israelite king who completely abandoned the 

LORD and worshiped other gods. He changed the temple into an idol temple. He sacrificed his own 

children in fire to these gods. He shed a lot of innocent blood in Jerusalem.  He made the LORD 

extremely angry, yet the LORD didn’t just fry him with fire on the spot. He had Manasseh be brought 

into captivity; put a hook in his nose and bronze shackles on him; and this humbled Manasseh. 

Manasseh repented, and the LORD actually returned him to his post; where he did his best to undo the 

evil he had done. God was far more patient than any of us would have been. After bringing Manasseh 

to shambles, Manasseh felt a great burning guilt over what he had done.  At that point God was able to 

then show His mercy. That was a good thing for Manasseh, and it’s also a good thing for us.  

 

If God had a trigger finger, most all of us would be in trouble. We’d probably all have been fried at 

some point in our lives. Remember what Peter wrote in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping 

his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, 

but everyone to come to repentance.” Sometimes it takes a while to break down people’s hearts and 

loosen their defenses.   

 

American children aren’t being brought up in God’s word.  Those in their 20’s and 30’s are more and 

more Biblically illiterate.  The only “theology” they are being taught is through the clichés of culture. If 

someone refuses to come to church, it might not have anything to do with Jesus. They might have some 

pre-conceived notions about church that simply aren’t true. They might have had some bad experiences 

as a child; or perhaps they were misinformed through professors at college. Any number of things 

might have happened.  

 

It’s easy to get angry at people who spout the clichés that Christians are a bunch of angry bigots and all 

religions are the same. If you just get angry or slam the door you won’t even get a chance to witness; 
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and you'll only confirm what they're thinking in their minds.  Love is willing to listen and also to speak 

the truth in love.   

 

How many times do we accuse God of injustice in our own lives; tell Him to quit convicting us and 

leave us alone? The Holy Spirit doesn’t just quit after one rejection. He’s more persistent than that; 

more forgiving than that.  He keeps on loving and keeps on forgiving even after we have a temper 

tantrum. He keeps on bringing us to repentance, showing us Christ and giving us His forgiveness. He’s 

faithful with His love.  

 

IV. Take the fire elsewhere 

 

Jesus didn’t sit outside of the village and cry and beg to come in. He didn’t tell James and John to call 

for fire from heaven.  He simply went to the next village. Ultimately, there will be people that just 

don’t want to listen or welcome Christ into their lives. They’ll want to stay in their sins; never even 

wanting to listen about the true Christ. That didn’t stop Jesus from doing what He set out to do. He 

went to the next village, on the way to the cross; knowing that in spite of their attitudes He would die 

for them anyway and pay for their sins. Perhaps some time in the future they would hear of what 

happened to Jesus; His death and resurrection; and find out that He actually was the Messiah. Perhaps 

someday they would repent and believe in who He was; just not today.  

 

There will always be the angry skeptics who hate religion.  There will also be those who never want to 

get into a discussion about what God’s word has to say about their sin and their need for Jesus’ 

salvation.  If they refuse to listen, what more can you do? Don’t let their rejection dishearten you or fill 

you with vengeful anger.  In love keep going, and try to find people that are hungry for the gospel and 

want to hear of Jesus. Maybe some time down the road the LORD will open a door. Pray that it may be 

so.  

 

Jesus wasn’t going to let their rejection get in His way. He was going to die for the world; no matter 

how people received Him. He was going to earn salvation by going through His own fire. He was 

going to rise victorious.  Thank God their rejection didn’t take Him off course. It kept Him on course 

and perhaps even hurried Him along. He went on to the next village, and then to Jerusalem.  He wasn’t 

just going to die for that village of people who rejected Him.  He was also going to die for James and 

John; for all of us who tend to be overzealous and short tempered with those who reject us and Him.   

 

You have God’s promise of forgiveness and salvation in Christ.  You are on a journey to heaven; a free 

ride through the cross of Christ.   You want people to believe in Jesus too; to come to the cross; so they 

too can be on the pathway to heaven.  Don’t let your zeal for their salvation turn into an impatient zeal 

for their fiery damnation, as it did for Jonah, James and John.  Pray that the fire of the Holy Spirit will 

burn in our hearts through the Word and sacraments; so that we can keep on proclaiming Christ 

through which the Holy Spirit can do His job.  This is the kind of fire to pray for.  Amen. 


