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​ To what Spirit do you belong?  

​ There’s this moment in the Gospel of Luke that begs uis to ask 

ourselves that question. James and John, the two brothers who are 

disciples of Jesus, come across as blustery guys, full of themselves, a bit 

arrogant, angry at times, and self-absorbed. They’re the ones who say to 

Jesus “we want to ask you something and before we ask it we want you to 

agree to whatever we ask, ok?” And Jesus rolls his eyes and says “ask 

your question guys!” And they say, “we want to sit at your right and left side 

in the kingdom to come. Just say yes, just say yes!” And Jesus says “you 

have no idea what you are asking! Can you drink the cup I have to drink 

and be baptized with the baptism I am about to endure? The Son of Man 

came not to be served but to serve, you get that, right?” Typical James and 

John. The other 10 disciples, it says, hear about this and are all salty and 

angry with them and secretly glad they got schooled by Jesus.  

​ Another James and John moment later in the Gospel of Luke is 

where this question comes from and it’s around the time when they and the 

other disciples are sent out by Jesus to surrounding towns to share the 

good news of the coming of God’s Kingdom. They’re sent out vulnerable 

and at the mercy of others so this great power contained in the message 

they are sharing is not shared with domination and control but vulnerable 

and only with invitation. Critically important to Jesus, seems less important 

to many of his followers ever since, but critical to Jesus.  
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So Jesus sends out the 12, James and John among them but 

apparently Jesus accompanies James and John, maybe because he 

doesn’t fully trust them not to preach the kingdom come… with them as the 

bosses there. And as they are going through Samaria on their way to 

Jerusalem, they come to a town that basically chases them away and does 

not welcome them. James and John, feeling protective of Jesus and stung 

by the rejection of the town say to Jesus - “let’s call down fire from heaven 

and burn them up!”  These are Jesus’ closest friends and disciples who 

have been listening to him preach for years now and that’s what they ask of 

Jesus. And what do you think Jesus says - “good idea!” Roaring flames - 

and that town was burnt to a crisp! No. Jesus turns to them and rebukes 

them of course, saying “you do not know to what spirit you belong.”  

They had seen Jesus do incredible things - heal the broken, give 

sight to the blind, multiply loaves and fish for thousands, quiet storms, walk 

on water even, but they had never seen what they would have really liked 

to have seen and that is Jesus calling fire down from heaven on their 

enemies. Well, it was worth an ask! 

“You do not know to what spirit you belong.” 

The disciples had one job that Jesus gave them, to preach that the 

Kingdom of God was being manifest in their midst and they were witnesses 

of it, this arriving kingdom of healing and justice, of grace and forgiveness, 

of inclusion and compassion, and the clincher was this - that the current 

strictures and structures, the way society and religion were established and 

organized were, for the most part, of a different Kingdom than God’s, or, 

you might say, of a different spirit than the spirit coming into the world in 

Jesus. And Jesus asked “do you know to which spirit you belong?” And 
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when the disciples said and did stupid things, he responded, at least once, 

“You don’t, do you? You don’t know to what spirit you belong.” 

While they are oggling at the massive temple structure of their 

religion, feeling awe and pride, Jesus says, “this is ephemeral, this will all 

be torn down.” Looking for some foothold as Jesus continually yanks the 

carpet out from under them, they say “when will this be and what are the 

signs that this will take place?” And Jesus says “tomorrow at 9:30am.” And 

they are like “whaaat??!!” No, I’m kidding, he doesn’t say that. Jesus, in 

typical Jesus fashion, dismisses their question and says “you know what 

your main job is? It’s not to be deceived by those not of my way. Your job is 

to keep following the way and not be drawn to the way of others. 

Remember to what spirit you belong.” 

And this was not complicated. It wasn’t necessarily easy either - “ok, 

so some of you will be reviled and even killed for keeping on the way” - not 

easy, but not complicated. Jesus had given them enough teachings, 

enough stories and parables, enough time to see how he interacted with 

people of power compared with powerless, to know which spirit was which. 

They should have known when what they were doing or saying was of His 

Spirit and when it was of another spirit. 

Wanting the fiery destruction of one’s enemies, not the spirit of Christ.  

Walking on the other side of the road when there’s someone in a 

ditch who is in need of help, not the spirit of Christ. 

Resenting the younger brother for God’s gracious forgiveness of him, 

not the spirit of Christ.  

Right? These stories and teachings of Jesus were not complicated.  
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Excluding the wanderer, the foreigner, the refugee - much less zip 

tying their hands, shoving them into SUV’s and sending them out of the 

country - not the spirit of Christ.  

Right? Can we at least say that, not the Spirit of Christ. 

They do not know to what spirit they belong. 

But it’s easy to point to our morally depraved government officials and 

be outraged by how obviously they belong to a spirit other than Christ’s. 

What is harder is acknowledging how our lives and life-styles, especially in 

the global north, involve the brutalization of others. We are horrified by 

images of what ICE is doing but less troubled by investing in and thereby 

supporting companies that do much worse to the earth and her peoples. 

We are horrified by our government being miserly with SNAP benefits for 

those in need and generous to the ultra-wealthy who already have more 

than they should have - and rightly so, we should be distressed by that - 

but less distressing to our souls is the way our society is structured mostly 

to our benefit and to their detriment so it’s even necessary in the first place 

to have to rely on government support with things like SNAP. I think it was 

Karl Marx, right, who said “You Christians have vested interest in unjust 

structures which produce victims to whom you then can pour out your 

hearts in charity.” 

Do we know to what spirit we belong? Are we sure we belong to the 

Spirit of Christ and that our actions, our investments, our purchases reflect 

that?  Which of us are really ready to sacrifice what we have, much less our 

very selves, for the sake of those on the underside of this society. This is 

what Jesus says will be asked of his disciples. “They will persecute you, 

hand you over to prison, hate and revile you because you belong to me…” 
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Apparently what Jesus is asking of his followers, he assumes will not be 

appreciated by many.  

A lot of the Christian right, holds this notion very dear, you know? 

They see their stand against the liberal movement of society and the way 

they are reviled at times for their stance against LGBTQ folks and a 

woman’s right to choose, as an example of being persecuted and reviled 

for being followers of Jesus.  The more you revile them the more they feel 

justified in their position. But they cherry pick two issues - sexuality and 

gender, as their hills to die on while homosexuality is never even addressed 

by Jesus and Jesus was wildly progressive in his understanding of the 

rights due women. And then the very thing that Jesus bangs on time and 

time again they ignore pretty much wholesale and that is the dangers of 

great wealth and the corrupting influence of an economic system that 

privileges some at the expense of most. But, to be fair, those of us on the 

liberal left, tip-toe around that one as well, careful not to upset the apple 

cart too much, less we discover true justice involves relinquishing 

significantly what we have. We’ll march in protest but not give up our gas 

guzzlers. We’ll be concerned about the unhoused but not if it involves 

putting a shelter next door to our house. We’ll have book groups on 

anti-racism but live in towns where the only people of color around are 

cleaning our houses and raking our leaves.  

Do we know to what spirit we belong?  

​ The brothers James and John, because of their boisterous at times 

angry and loud manner, are dubbed by Jesus as the Boanerges, the Sons 

of Thunder, or Sons of Commotion, Sons of Rage, however you want to 

translate that aramaic word. But it seems that eventually their time with 

Jesus changed them. James is actually the first of all the disciples to be 
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killed, just as Jesus had suggested might happen to some of them. King 

Herod had James put to death by the sword. Not a word of James, that Son 

of Rage, fighting back. And his brother John, who became the author of 

1st, 2nd, and 3rd John, where we got the passage we sang this morning - 

“see what love God has given…” - his letters in our New Testament attest 

to love more than any other writings in the Bible, so much so that by the 

time of his death, John received a new nickname - The Apostle of Love. 

James and John came to learn what spirit they belonged to. 

To what spirit do we belong? Is it the spirit of love or something less. 

And if it’s the spirit of love, the spirit of Christ, to which we belong, what is it 

that love asks of us? What is it that love asks of us?  


