Sunday 9 August 2009  : 
Matthew 5 : 38-48 [p. 970]

I’m almost at the stage of dishing out chocolate watches to those who turn up for more punishment on a Sunday morning, considering the incendiary nature of what Jesus has had to say to us the past few weeks as we wade our way through what’s known in the trade as the Sermon on the Mount. We’ve been challenged by his words on murder, adultery, divorce, swearing … but now he’s on to how we handle those who’ve hurt us.

Getting that right, consistently, is Christian faith of a heavy-duty industrial grade, and not many of us reach that level, far less maintain it over a long time. Most of us, as the years go by, get a bit forgetful. Have you ever been in one of those conversations when something takes you by surprise and you say : What! I don’t know anything about that! And there’s a pregnant pause before the other person gives you a row : I’ve told you at least three times. Are those ears painted on for decorative purposes only?
We can easily forget a name, or a face, or a phone number, or a birthday … but we will never forget that occasion on 17 June 1971 when so-and-so said or did such-and-such, and we’ve carried the scars, and the grudges, ever since, just waiting for an opportunity to repay that traumatic moment, with interest. The car sticker that says : Don’t get mad, get even : sums up pretty much the thinking of the world round about us.
Jesus says, however, that it must not be the thinking of the church. To hold a grudge, to seek revenge, to refuse to let go and move on, is a denial of what the gospel is all about. Romans 5.8 states that God demonstrates His love for His people like this : while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Think of Jesus on the cross, battered, bruised, blood-stained, mocked, scorned, rejected, betrayed, sworn at, spat upon. And then hear His words : Father, forgive them, they don’t know what they’re doing.
Ah well, that was Jesus, he was different, we’re only human, we can’t be expected to live up to those standards. No, sorry, that’s a lie of the devil. Just about the last words Jesus spoke to his disciples before he went back home to his Dad in heaven were these : go to all nations, and teach them to obey everything I have commanded you.

What does everything mean? It means everything, without exception. No small print, no get-out clause. It means, including this stuff we read this morning, where Jesus took the conventions and practices of his age and turned them inside out. The Old Testament principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, which some people throw around today as justification for their desire for revenge, was completely rejected.
Actually, when the eye-for-eye thing started at the time of Moses, it was an exercise in damage limitation to stop blood feuds running on for generations over petty things. Back then, that was radical enough, but what Jesus teaches is positively revolutionary. We are not, under any circumstances whatever, to take vengeance into our own hands. The response to ill-treatment that Jesus commands – turning the other cheek – seems bizarre. If anyone slaps you, turn round to give them a better angle to whack you again.
What sort of foolishness is that? The foolishness of the gospel. You see, in effect, what Jesus tells us to do here is the same as we read in 1 Peter 5.7 : Cast all your troubles upon God, because he is looking out for you. If anyone has a pop at a follower of Jesus Christ, he’s having a pop at Jesus himself, and that’s not a good career move. Let the Lord be your defender, your protector, your vindicator. He’s got rather more skill and experience at that sort of thing than any of us have at standing up for ourselves.

Someone ill-treats you, someone abuses you, don’t try to get them back. Just keep on having a good attitude toward that person, confident that God is handling it, and He is going to sort that situation out for you. The minute we retaliate, the minute we stoop to using the devil’s weapons to fight our battles, we have lowered ourselves and show ourselves to be no different from the unbeliever, no better than the abuser.

In that first part of our lesson today, vs. 38-42, it’s all about keeping a good attitude in a bad situation. If we can keep our calm, keep smiling, keep on being pleasant, keep our voice down and our spirits up, even when our every emotion is screaming at us to deck that jerk and teach him a lesson, we witness to the life-changing power of Jesus Christ in our hearts. Refusing to go for payback confuses the abuser and drives the devil mad!
How devastating to the bullying boss when he lays an unreasonable burden on you and you turn round and say with a sincere smile and no hint of sarcasm : no problem, and when I’m finished I’ll bring you a coffee and a doughnut, my treat. There’s no answer to someone who keeps calm and good-natured in the face of such provocation. Think. 

Why is it that the other person is treating you badly? Probably not because they have a problem with you, personally, but more likely because they’ve got a problem with the God you say you believe in. If you behave like the devil in response, that gets them off the hook. They’ll be relieved because they’ll see that your religion is just that – empty religion with no substance. But if you behave like Jesus, you’ll rub their unbelieving nose in the life-changing, life-giving power of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

You see, we frequently talk about all the blessings of the gospel for believers, which is absolutely right – we should shout about it from the rooftops – but if we want to enjoy those to the full, we need to take seriously the responsibilities as well. Someone once said that the grace of God is free, but not cheap. When it comes to reacting like Jesus to someone who is acting like the devil, that’s when it’s very costly indeed.

If the first part of today’s lesson talks about having a good attitude toward people who have a bad attitude toward us, the second part – vs. 43-48 – is even more demanding. Here, Jesus again takes an Old Testament standard : love your friends and hate your enemies – and boots it right over the roof of the grandstand. We are to love our enemies and pray for those who treat us like something they’ve scraped off their welly boots. 

And pray, let it be said, not for them to be run over by one of Eddie Stobart’s finest, but for them to enjoy God’s finest – pray for them to be blessed, not cursed.  
There’s a story in Luke 9.54 about the disciples on their steep learning curve when they were unceremonially shown the door in Samaria. Lord, do you want us to do what the prophet Elijah did and call down fire to destroy them? Jesus was not amused. He said, “You don’t realize what your hearts are like. For I have not come to destroy people’s lives, but to save them.” Remember what we said a few weeks back about the church being salt to the earth to save it from going rotten? And light in the darkness?
This is where the rubber hits the road, where all these fine principles find expression – or not ; where our claim to be Christians has credibility – or not. Have we got it in us to treat our worst enemies as kindly as we treat our best friends? In the flesh, not a chance. But we’re told not to walk in the flesh, but in the Spirit, and this same Jesus said that all things are possible for those who believe ... that is, believe what He says enough to put His words into action. Ask the person beside you – does that include you?
You know something? There are always going to be people that we will have to choose to love by faith long before we actually like them. We are not commanded to fall over ourselves to be all buddy-wuddy with someone that would cheerfully flush us down the hidden bend head first. But we do have to treat these people with exactly the same level of civility and kindness as we would treat anyone else. We have to make sure that what we say about them is as positive as it can be without going into total fantasy. And if we can’t say anything positive about them, there is such a thing as holy, anointed silence!

There was once a man who was a sworn enemy of Jesus and all he stood for, and all who followed him. This man was positively fanatical about disrupting and destroying, if at al possible, the early church. He was young and headstrong. Older, wiser heads counselled him to take a chill pill before he spontaneously combusted with anger and hatred for the Christians. How do you think God looked upon that man? 

Did God sit in heaven brewing up his nastiest dose of bubonic plague, or polishing his hottest thunderbolt, to strike this headcase down? No, God thought to himself : I like this guy. I love his 110% commitment. His thinking is utter mince but I’ll soon get that licked into shape and he’ll do the business for me. And so, on the road to Damascus, Saul of Tarsus, the hammer of the early church, met the risen Christ, gave his life to the Lord, and changed the world by the grace of God. The sworn enemy of Jesus Christ, by the love and mercy of Jesus Christ, became the greatest apostle of Jesus Christ.

Could it just be that your supernatural ability, through the Holy Spirit, to walk in love, mercy and kindness toward your enemy, will prove to be the crucial factor in turning that person’s life round and setting them on fire for the gospel they see in you?

