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Texts: Hebrews 12:28 - 13:41; Romans 12:1-5    

 Story is that there was a man who came home and found his house on fire.  He grabbed 

his phone and called the local fire department and said, “Holy Cow, my house is on fire, can you 

come on over right away?”  So the fellow from the fire department said, “Sure, how do we get 

there?”  And the man was taken aback, but finally he responded, “Well, I just figured you’d drive 

one of them big red trucks.” 

 Firefighters... they rush into the fire even while the rest of us are running away. 

 Scripture says: “Our God is a consuming fire.”  I used to hate that image, because I saw it 

as an image of hell.  I used to think that this God who is a consuming fire was all about inflicting 

pain as punishment for our sins.  I used to think this punishment was never-ending; brutal, 

sadistic, and vindictive.  Truth be told—I was kind of embarrassed and ashamed to believe in a 

God who would behave in such a way toward those who are supposed to be the beloved creation 

of this God’s hands... especially after this God had gone to such lengths to teach us to be loving, 

to show mercy, to forgive our neighbors over and over again, to love and forgive even our 

enemies. 

 So how could God treat us—the confused, the unsure, the wavering, fickle, finite human 

beings God created who happen to make poor choices in this life—in such a horrific manner?  

That was my logic, that’s why I struggled with that traditional view of hell and that traditional 

view of God for so long.  That’s why I struggled with these dark interpretations of passages like 

this one about a God who is a consuming fire.  I guess it never even occurred to me that this 

might be a passage about light, a passage to rejoice in... And it’s all because I had not yet come 

to the point where I trusted God to be truly good, truly loving in a way that even my mortal mind 

could accept. 
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 But something happened when I decided to believe that God is truly good: it was like a 

switch was thrown that allowed me to challenge my tradition-bound readings of scripture, based 

now on the faith I hold in the God I see revealed fully in Christ Jesus.  In him I see the 

embodiment of love, I see the fullness of grace, I see compassion and forgiveness lived out in a 

robust and often surprising way.  In him I see nothing of this darkness—which shouldn’t surprise 

us because 1 John 1:5 tells us, that “God is light and in him there is no darkness at all.”  How 

much darkness? None!  This is the God I’ve come to believe in and since this is the God I now 

believe in I’m bold to take a deep and critical second look at anything that suggests something 

lower of God; yes, even take a second look at scripture if need be. 

 And what I often find is that I simply had not allowed myself to believe that God could 

be so good that I could take these teachings at their best rather than assuming the worst of them.  

What I find is that—freed from my suspicions that this God we call loving is actually evil deep 

down inside—I can now look at scripture in a whole new light and wrestle with it searching for 

the loving and holy God I’ve seen in Christ Jesus within it.   

 And that’s how I’ve wrestled with this text over the years, until I’ve come to the point 

where I can say: Yes! Our God is a consuming fire! The fire of our loving God is one that instills 

in us a desire, a longing, a passion to give ourselves more and more fully to this God.  The fire of 

our God is one that always wants the best for us.  This consuming fire of God will never cease 

working to raise up and burn away all that keeps us from knowing God’s holiness, reflecting 

God’s love, and finally living in God’s presence: living in peace with our brothers and sisters, 

living in peace with creation... living in peace with ourselves.   

 I truly believe our God is a consuming fire... But I’m not convinced God is a fire of 

wrath, what I’ve seen in Christ Jesus makes me doubt that entirely.  I think God is a fire of holy 
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love, a fire that longs to release us into a life of joy and wholeness... a fire that longs to release us 

from the ways that we’ve chosen, and the gods we’ve chosen and the philosophies and the 

material goods that we’ve placed our trust in that only serve to bog us down and make our lives a 

living hell. Our God is a consuming fire that heals, a consuming fire that sets us free from the 

punishment that we inflict on ourselves through the poor, vain, and selfish choices that we make.   

 Our God is a consuming fire that yearns as he burns to see his children rise up—free and 

unburdened—and finally bearing the full likeness of God that we were created to bear. 

 Our God is a consuming fire, but do we dare approach this God or do we hide from him?  

Will we turn  and say, “yes God I’m yours, take me remake me, purify me, burn away all that is 

worthless, all that is dross, make me holy as you are holy?  Or will we run from the fire, keep a 

safe distance from the fire?  That’s the question: will we trust this God who is a consuming fire 

to be the fire of love, or will we deny the goodness of God and imagine God’s love must be evil? 

 It comes down to this—who do you believe God to be?  I believe God is good through 

and through.  I believe God’s love is what we would call love if we could only see it as God sees 

it.  I believe that we can only come to see it clearly if we trust God and embrace the consuming 

fire of his love. George MacDonald writes: “The fire of God, which is His essential being, His 

love, His creative power, is a fire unlike its earthly symbol in this, that it is only at a distance it 

burns-that the further from Him, it burns the worse.” 

 But we—in our confusion—too often stay just far enough away from God that we can see 

the fire and feel the pain of being too far away.  And in our confusion we orbit God, never close 

enough to know the truth of what MacDonald says, that the closer we come the less we know the 

pain and the more we know the joy. 
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 But Paul calls us to abandon this craziness.  He says “I appeal to you therefore, brothers 

and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 

acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”  He calls us to approach the fire, to enter the 

fire, to give God our bodies, our everything, and say, “Here God, here it is, here I am, I’m not 

holding anything back, I trust you, I trust you even though the you I see is a raging fire that I 

think will destroy me, I trust you to care for me in ways I cannot imagine, I trust you to grow me, 

to sift, me to nurture me even if that be through the fire of your love. 

 And Paul goes on to tell us what this looks like, he tells us how to take the next step, he 

says: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so 

that you may discern what is the will of God-- what is good and acceptable and perfect.”  And 

sometimes I wonder if this is the step we fear even more than entering the consuming fire.  I 

wonder if it’s just too hard to imagine that we can find goodness and joy and security in a place 

that the world does not affirm or hold dear.  I wonder if we are worried that since we hear a 

different gospel on the cover of the glossy magazines at the checkout stands—this call to give 

ourselves over fully to God just might be wrong, outdated, silly, or just plain foolish. 

 The world claims we’ll find ultimate peace and joy when we’ve made ourselves 

beautiful, or given ourselves over to our lusts, or put our own needs above the needs of others.  

The world claims that it is only in status and wealth and fame and endless trivial thrills that we 

will find joy.  But Paul says that we’re not to be fooled by that.  For us it’s the fire, for us it’s the 

God who gave himself to us; for us it’s the way of the cross—as ridiculous as that might sound. 

 But friends, this is where we’re called: into lives of holiness, further into the consuming 

fire, not to secure our place in the good graces of God, but simply in response to God’s good 

grace. May we willingly set our everything aside and enter the consuming fire, trusting God, 
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though the flames may burn until we reach the center that is him.  And then we’ll know God’s 

glory forever and ever. Amen. 


