Love your Enemies I

Matthew 5:38-42

February 8, 2009


Have you heard the proverb about “best laid plans”?  I have now driven my sermon plan off the road. This happens from time to time.  Our journey through Jesus’ sermon will take longer this way, but off road driving can be so much more interesting.


I had planned to cover the next two sections of the Sermon on the Mount today.  Matthew 5:38-42 is about Non-Retaliation. Matthew 5: 43-48 is about Loving your enemy.  However we will focus solely on Non-Retaliation today.     .  We will tackle the section on enemies next Sunday.


Read – Mt 5:38-42

I.  Who is Jesus talking to?


This passage and the one that follows have a long history of interpretation.  
Christian Pacifists take this passage to mean that there is never any reason for wars or to field an army.  The most famous man to take this position was the Russian Author Tolstoy.  He said that Jesus teaching meant that there should be no armies, wars or resistance.  We recognize this as being very impractical.

Non-Violent Resistance has its roots in this passage.  Ghandi in India was impressed with Jesus’ teaching.  He and his movement for the liberation of India practiced non-violent resistance, and India was freed from Britain’s control.  Martin Luther King Jr. took from both Ghandi and the Bible the same idea.  The civil rights movement of King practiced non-violent resistance against racism.  However, not all agree with these teachings – today Malcom X is as popular as Dr. King.  Malcom said, “By any means necessary.”

Some dismiss the teaching as being too idealistic.  But we people who follow the Lord’s teaching, we can not just say, “I don’t think that is realistic.”  What if Peter said, “I don’t think it is realistic to walk on water”?  Or, what if Paul said, “I don’t think it is realistic to reach the Gentiles with the Gospel.” 


I once saw a cowboy movie that had a preacher in it.  A man slapped the preacher across the face once, then twice. He said, “Don’t it say in the good book, that you got to turn the other cheek?”

“You are right,” said the preacher.  When this man was about to hit him again, the Preacher punched his tormenter in the jaw and said, “The Lord never said anything about a third cheek.”


The proper understanding of this passage can only be obtained if we are to understand who Jesus was teaching.  


Was Jesus talking to kings and generals about laying down their arms?  Was he talking to police and prosecutors about letting the criminals go?  Was he telling Christians to avoid military service?


We have to go back to the first verses of the sermon.  Remember that Jesus had been with a crowd in Judea, and then he climbed up a mountainside and sat down.  Who is it that was his audience?  


Does he speak to kings and generals?  Police or prosecutors?  No.  ”His disciples came to him and be began to teach them saying…”


This Sermon is for followers of Jesus in their personal lives.  It is not Political Science, it is Spiritual science.


The Bible makes an important distinction between the State which governs the material world, and the Disciples of Jesus.  


The Disciples of Jesus are called to live a new way.  We are called to imitate Jesus and to follow his teaching.  Jesus was a man of Mercy and Love.  He did not condemn sinners, but he invited them to come home to God.  When Jesus was illegally tried and condemned, he suffered and he died.  He did this for our Salvation.


The Sermon on the Mount is for those who have been born again.  When you accept Jesus by faith, the scripture tell us that you have been made a new person by the power of the Spirit of God.  You are born again.  This teaching is for those who have been born of the Spirit of God.  For what Jesus calls us to do is so different from our instincts and our habits, that only God’s miracle can bring it about.  Jesus teaching is impossible for us!  It takes the work of God in us to let it happen.


What Jesus teaches here is also found in Romans 12:9-21.  One of the verses there says this:  Do not overcome evil with evil.  Overcome evil with Good.”   Our calling as Christians is to follow Jesus into this world, and seek to overcome evil with good.


The State is called by God to maintain justice.  Romans 13 says that the state was established by God to reward good behavior and to punish evil actions.  So the State – the government with its laws, police, prisons, and with it’s armies has the power to punish evil and maintain order.


Paul said in Romans 13 that God gave to the state the power of the sword.


So as disciples of Jesus – we do not pay back evil for evil.  We do not extract revenge.  We do not try to get even.  We are about mercy.


Justice is the business of the state.

II. You have heard it said.


We find the phrase again,” You have heard it said…but I tell you.”  

The Old Testament did say, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”  It is found for example in Exodus 21:22-25.  


This sounds very harsh.  We think of the cruel kinds of punishments that some countries give out.  In certain places thieves had their hands cut off.


However, the bible was not a call to get revenge.  It was a limit on revenge.  The purpose of the Bible’s rule was to limit how much someone tried to do to get even.


How often have you seen a fight over a small thing become a big thing?  Maybe it starts with a joke.  The second person gets angry and gives a sharp answer.  The first person gets angry and replies back.  The second person then pushes the first.  The first person then strikes the second with his fist.  Then you have a fight.  If the families get involved, it is a feud.  If nations get involved it is a war.


The principle of the law was this.  The Punishment has to fit the crime.  The size of the crime decided the size of the punishment.     If someone knocked out a tooth, you could not remove an eye.  Only an eye for an eye.

Our laws and courts are built on this principle.  We do not take an actual  eye for the loss of an eye.  We make the guilty party pay in time or money the equivalent.     If we knock out someone’s tooth, we might have to pay his dental bill.  A thief would spend less time in jail than a murderer.

This law was to establish the limit of Justice.  You can only require as much as you have lost.


There is another important point.  If you look at the passages in Exodus, as well as the two in Leviticus and Deuteronomy, it is clear that this was a judgment that a court or judge would make.  Israel had judges to decide disputes between the people.  It was their responsibility to make the guilty pay.


So even in the Old Testament, an individual could not punish the guilty.  That was the responsibility of the Law and the Judge.


This is one reason we say that Jesus teaching is how we as individuals should react to insults and losses that we face.  It may be the work of a judge to make a criminal pay.  It is our job to seek mercy and forgiveness!

III. Do not Resist!


The world we live in is full of conflicts.  We say that the world is fallen because of sin.  This sin is a sickness that has effected all of us.

What do you do with a child that is sick.  Do you punish the child for missing school?  Do you punish a child for staying in bed, or for being difficult?  No, because the child is sick.  You treat the child with patience.  You look for the sickness to go away, and then the child will go to school, clean her room and do her homework. In the mean time you wait patiently.


This is what Jesus would have us do with others who hurt us.  We need to recognize the sickness.  While the sickness has the person in it’s power, we practice patience and restraint.


The sickness is sin.  The symptoms are selfishness, pride, arrogance and hatred.  Those who are sick may blame those who have been cured already and abuse them.  But the healthy do not pay back.


Many times Christians have been persecuted.  One response we might take is to form an army and go and persecute those who have persecuted us. The problem is that we would be sick with the same sin of hatred!  So Christians need to endure persecution.  We need to ignore the insults.  We need to let God be in charge of punishment.  Our desire should be that the persecutor comes to salvation.


Jesus gives us four examples.  These are not laws but illustrations of how his teaching should be applied.  We will look at each one of them.


1.  “If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.” V. 39

This kind of a slap on the face is painful and insulting.  In the world at large it will lead to a fight.  Jesus said, let him slap the other cheek as well.

What this means is that I should not be overly concerned with my pride and my dignity.  If someone slaps me, it hurts my pride more than it hurts my cheek.  It is my pride that calls out for vengeance.  Jesus is telling us to lay aside our pride.  


Are you able with God’s help not to demand justice?


2.  “If someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well.”     V. 20


The Old Testament said that even if you owed someone money, they could not take your cloak.  This way, even a poor man could stay warm through the night.


This means that you may hve to give up some right for the sake of Jesus.  Sometimes Christians have lost a job or a house or some other thing because of their faith.


Will that cause you to hate the other?  Or will you still love them for the love of Christ.


3.  “If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.” V. 41.  



In the time of Jesus, if the army needed to have it’s baggage moved, it could take people off of the street and make them carry the baggage to the next stopping place.


What an annoyance that would be.  The are taking your time and your energy.


I can imagine someone saying, “I will carry your load for one mile, and that is all.”  But Jesus said, you should cheerfully take the burden two miles.


Can you be patient with those who steal your time and energy?


4.  “Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.”  V. 42

This is the illustration that most of us will face.  What are you to do with beggars?  Should you always give them what they ask?

Notice Jesus did not say, “Give him what he asks for.”  He said, “Give to the one who asks.”


The best way to deal with a beggar is not to give him money.  He might take that money and buy drugs.  Offer to buy him lunch.  Or offer to take him to Good Will to find a pair of shoes.  If he has an honest need, you will have helped someone.  IF he refuses, then he was not really in need.


Are you ready to help those who are in need? Or do you think that what you own belongs to you alone?


What is the bottom line?


We live in a word that is sick with sin.  We can add to the problem by being selfish. Or we can reduce the problem by acting with grace.


We can never overcome evil with more evil. (If there is punishment to be given, that is a matter for the police and the judges.)


If we follow “eye for eye and tooth for tooth” then we will need neither eye doctors nor dentists.  What blindness there would be in the world!


We can only overcome evil with good.  When we give up our right to get even, and seek to show the mercy of God.
