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…[A]nd the crowd came together again, so that they could not even eat. When his 
family heard it, they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, ‘He has gone out 
of his mind.’ And the scribes who came down from Jerusalem said, ‘He has Beelzebul, 
and by the ruler of the demons he casts out demons.’ And he called them to him, and 
spoke to them in parables, ‘How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is divided 
against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. And if a house is divided against itself, that 
house will not be able to stand. And if Satan has risen up against himself and is 
divided, he cannot stand, but his end has come. But no one can enter a strong man’s 
house and plunder his property without first tying up the strong man; then indeed the 
house can be plundered. 

 ‘Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for their sins and whatever blasphemies 
they utter; but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit can never have 
forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin’— for they had said, ‘He has an unclean 
spirit.’ 

 Then his mother and his brothers came; and standing outside, they sent to him 
and called him. A crowd was sitting around him; and they said to him, ‘Your mother 
and your brothers and sisters are outside, asking for you.’ And he replied, ‘Who are my 
mother and my brothers?’ And looking at those who sat around him, he said, ‘Here are 
my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and 
mother.’ 

 

Now that the presidential election cycle is heating up again—too soon, too 

soon—it might be good to take a moment to recall the most consequential campaign 

speech ever given, and the important scriptural reference in it. But first bear with 

me while I give the historical context. 

In 1820, the United States consisted of 10 states where human slavery was 

legal, and 11 states where it was illegal. The United States had also acquired a vast 

expanse of territory in 1803 from the Louisiana Purchase, territory that would 

eventually be turned into states. First up was the proposed new state of Missouri. 

Was it a going to be a free state, or a slave state? A political compromise was 
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reached which said that slavery would be allowed in Missouri, but thereafter 

forbidden in new states north of the 36th parallel. As the United States expanded, 

and more territories became states, the issue of whether slavery could be excluded 

anywhere in the United States was revisited. In 1854, the Missouri Compromise 

was overturned by the passage of the Kansas-Missouri Act, introduced by Stephen 

Douglas, which said that the voters of each individual new state, regardless of 

whether it was north or south of the 36th parallel, could determine whether they 

wanted slavery there or not. The voters, of course, were restricted to free, white, 

male landowners. The Supreme Court drove a further nail into the coffin of the 

Missouri Compromise through its Dred Scott decision of 1857, which said that if a 

slaveowner brought a slave into a free state, he remained a slave, a decision which 

basically decreed that throughout the United States, there was no place where an 

enslaved man, woman or child could ever be legally free if their owners could track 

them down. How far, how long, could a moral issue as consequential as human 

slavery be decided by political compromises and Supreme Court decisions in a 

country whose founding document said that human beings had certain inalienable 

rights, notably the rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness? 

That was the context of a speech given nearly 157 years ago, on June 16, 1858, 

by Abraham Lincoln, who was running for United States Senator from Illinois 

against Stephen Douglas, who had introduced the Kansas-Missouri Act. In those 

days, U.S. Senators were not chosen by the voters of their states—that did not 

happen until the passage of the 17th Amendment in 1913—but by the legislatures of 

the states, which meant that, in their seven debates, Lincoln and Douglas were 

basically campaigning on behalf of the legislators who would select them. I mention 

all of this because in this particular speech—to repeat, the most important campaign 

speech in American history—Abraham Lincoln quoted Jesus Christ. Though 
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Lincoln did not mention Jesus by name, there was no need to, because every one of 

his hearers knew whom Lincoln was citing. Americans were Biblically literate then 

in ways we no longer are. The words that Lincoln quoted came from today’s 

scripture reading. Lincoln, quoting Jesus, said “A house divided against itself 

cannot stand.” Lincoln went on, “I believe this government cannot endure 

permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I 

do not expect the house to fall—but I do believe it will cease to be divided. It will 

become all one thing, or all the other.” When Lincoln read the speech to his law 

partner, William Herndon, Herndon said it was morally courageous, but politically 

incorrect. Lincoln responded, “The proposition is indisputably true ... and I will 

deliver it as written…” 

 His opponent, Stephen A. Douglas, denounced Lincoln’s speech, and 

constantly referred to it with derision, insisting that Lincoln was wrong, that “the 

founders left each state perfectly free to do as it pleased on the subject,” that what 

Jesus had said had no bearing on the matter, and that Lincoln was using those words 

for his own ends. Herndon, Lincoln’s law partner, told Lincoln he should say to 

Douglas, “Douglas, why whine and complain to me because of that speech? I am 

not the author of it. God is. Go and whine and complain to Him for its revelation, 

and utterance.” And Lincoln told Herndon, “I cannot.” Lincoln staked his political 

future on a position that he believed found its moral coherence in the Gospel; but he 

dared not demean the reverence due God by asserting that the Lord was his personal 

speechwriter. 

As it happened, more candidates who supported Douglas were elected to the 

Illinois legislature than candidates who supported Lincoln, so Douglas was chosen 

Senator. Many—including Herndon—believed that the “House Divided” speech 

had cost Lincoln the election. But in other places, throughout the country, it struck a 
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chord. People read and remembered it. They understood, deep down, that it was 

true, that a house divided against itself could not stand, and the nation could not 

remain half slave and half free. Two years later, Abraham Lincoln, whose sole 

national experience to that point had consisted of a single two year term in 

Congress, was elected President. For four years, a great war was waged between 

Americans who insisted that the nation be divided and other Americans, led by 

Lincoln, who said it must not be. All the years of the Civil War, not a single star 

was removed from the flag of the United States. When Lincoln spoke of the nation, 

he meant Virginia as much as New York, Texas as much as New Hampshire, South 

Carolina as much as Illinois. After the devastation of the Civil War, filled with 

unspeakable tragedy and bloodshed, the house still stood and it was no longer half 

slave and half free. And even though bitterness, racism and sin continued to 

produce bitter fruit, the United States of America was no longer a nation where one 

human being could legally buy, own or sell another. In a strange, mysterious way, 

which Lincoln understood and very few others did, and despite all of the horrors of 

the war, the country was not so divided that it could no longer stand. 

Now, having given you the context of Lincoln’s speech, which resonates 

through the ages because the words rely upon the truth first spoken by Jesus, let me 

give you the context from when Jesus first spoke them. 

 In the early days of his ministry in Galilee, his miracles of healing, his 

teaching, and especially his miracles of exorcism, in which unclean spirits were cast 

out of people, brought him huge throngs of followers, so that he could not even find 

the time and space to eat. His family was deeply worried about him. They were not 

only worried about Jesus’ fans—the 1st Century equivalent of followers on 

Facebook and Twitter—they were even more worried about his enemies, who were 

rising up against him. The scribes from the Temple in Jerusalem had heard about 
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Jesus, came to check him out, perceived him as a threat they could not understand, 

and started spreading the word that Jesus was himself possessed by Beelzebub, 

another name for Satan which means “the lord of filth.” “He casts out demons,” the 

scribes said, “because he has demonic power.” Jesus confronted them directly. 

“How can Satan cast out Satan? If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom 

cannot stand. And if a house is divided against itself, that house will not be able to 

stand. And if Satan has risen up against himself and is divided, he cannot stand, but 

his end has come. But no one can enter a strong man’s house and plunder his 

property without first tying up the strong man; then indeed the house can be 

plundered.” 

Why would Satan injure the cause of Satan by murdering his own offspring? 

He wouldn’t. He would go after his enemies. New Christians will sometimes say 

that after they accept Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior and are baptized, they 

experience a brief spell of spiritual euphoria. Then, suddenly, their lives get harder 

in strange and mysterious ways. One spiritual explanation for that is that if you’re a 

disciple of Jesus Christ, you’re an enemy of Satan. Who’s Satan going to go after—

his friends? No, his enemies. Anyone who makes a confession of faith in Jesus 

Christ and is baptized immediately goes on Satan’s enemies list. When Christ came 

into the world, Satan thought he owned the place. That’s why, when he tempted 

Jesus in the wilderness, Satan offered him all the kingdoms of the world if he would 

only fall down and worship him. Satan thought he owned those kingdoms that they 

were his to give away. So when Jesus said that no one can enter a strong man’s 

house and start stealing the property without first tying up the strong man, the house 

he was referring to was the world, which Satan thought belonged to him. Jesus 

came in, restrained him and started taking back what Satan thought was his. “This 

woman desolate with grief and despair isn’t yours, Satan—she’s God’s.” “This 
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young man wrestling with addiction? He doesn’t belong to you, Beelzebub—he’s a 

child of God.” “This family that has lost its way and making bad decisions and 

wondering what has happened to them? They don’t belong to you, lord of filth—

they belong to God. I’m restraining you in what you think is your own domain, and 

I’m taking back God’s people for God.” 

Jesus then told the scribes something that would have set off alarm bells in 

heaven and on earth. He told them, “Truly I tell you, people will be forgiven for 

their sins and whatever blasphemies they utter; but whoever blasphemes against the 

Holy Spirit can never have forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin.” The 

unforgivable sin—what does that mean? It means that if someone is incapable of 

discerning the difference between the works of the Holy Spirit and the works of 

Satan, there is no hope for them. It doesn’t mean that God is incapable of 

forgiveness, but if you are convinced that good is evil and evil is good, and cannot 

be changed in that conviction, then you won’t even know that you need forgiveness 

and thus you won’t ask. That’s why groups like ISIS and Boko Haram are so 

sinister—they kidnap, crucify, behead, enslave and rape the innocent and think they 

are doing a righteous thing, the will of God. If you invert good and evil—if you 

think you’re doing God’s will by committing atrocities against God’s people—then 

you don’t know even know that you’re doing evil. If you have lost the fundamental 

human capacity for empathy—if you believe that the pain you inflict and the evil 

you do is sanctioned by God—then you will never even realize that you need 

forgiveness and thus won’t ask God for it. Don’t ask, don’t get. 

 Of course, Jesus’ family, who loved him, did not understand the titanic 

spiritual issues that were at play. That just saw their beloved son and brother out 

there swarmed by a crowd, and they saw him arguing with the well-dressed 

representatives of the Temple, the very models of respectable authority. They heard 
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some people say their son and brother was possessed, and other people say that their 

son and brother was out of his mind. Of course his family wanted to pull him out of 

there. They wanted to get him safely home and get him to cool down. They wanted 

to feed him some chicken soup, and figure out what was wrong with him. They 

were motivated by nothing but love and concern. But they could not know what 

they could not know. 

 So, Jesus’ family stood at the edge of the crowd and called out to him. When 

he was told they were calling for him, he looked at the people around him, many of 

whom he had just met, but who vaguely understood, in some deep, mysterious inner 

workings of their souls, that he was doing the will of God. He said, “Who are my 

mother and my brothers and my sisters? Here are my mother and my brothers and 

my sisters! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.” 

If you were Mary, Jesus’ mother, who had given him birth and suffered so 

much for his sake that must have hurt terribly. If you were James, Jesus’ younger 

brother, that must have made him mad. Was Jesus’ family divided? No, they were 

just dysfunctional, the ways families can get, and countries can get, and churches 

can get. 

 Years ago, I read a study that said that 93% of American families were 

dysfunctional. I didn’t believe it then, and I don’t believe it now. I think the 

methodology behind the research was flawed. I want to know where they found the 

functional 7%. Sin makes us all dysfunctional—persons, families, countries, 

churches. Christian doctrine says that Jesus Christ is fully God and fully human, 

Son of God and child of Mary. The Church is also fully human and fully divine, 

made up of human beings and the Holy Spirit. But unlike Jesus, the human part of 

the church isn’t sinless. If the Church was only a human institution, we humans 
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would have destroyed it long ago. The Church is Jesus’ great big dysfunctional 

family. 

 Sometimes believers get frustrated with the church and understandably so, 

because we’re supposed to manifest the love of God. In many ways, the church 

does. But the church also manifests human weakness and frailty as well, and that 

causes disappointment. Guess what? The Church has been a disappointment since 

soon after its birth. The earliest disciples of Jesus were expecting the Kingdom of 

God, and they got the Church instead. Disappointment ensued. You hear of young 

people called the “Nones,” who are asked what their religious affiliation is, and they 

say “None.” Despite that, many of them believe themselves spiritual, but don’t have 

a church connection because the church is disappointing. You want a church that 

doesn’t disappoint? Go to one that’s empty. When I was pedaling around England 

on a bicycle a few summers ago, going from village to village, I loved going into 

the beautiful, old empty churches and praying by myself. I was never disappointed 

in any of them, because the people were all absent, except for me. But if you 

happen to believe, as Jesus did, that human beings, however broken they might be, 

are worth saving—and if they are worth saving, they are worth associating with—

then don’t walk away from the very thing God’s Holy Spirit created to make 

disciples. Disappointed in the church? Fine. Acknowledge its dysfunction? Fine. 

Acknowledge your own dysfunction? I pray about mine every day, and the Lord 

knows much more about my sin than I do. But don’t quit. Don’t give up. Not on 

your country. Not on your family. Not on your church. Not on yourself. Because 

Jesus hasn’t given up on you.                   Amen. 
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