Sermon on the Mount #18

“I’m Supposed To Love Who?”
Matthew 5:38-48

Memorial Day calls to mind those who have defended our nation against a wide variety of enemies.  Many services will be held tomorrow at the various military memorials in our nation’s capitol and around the country.  Flags, flowers, and parades will mark the day to honor those who have laid down their lives for the cause of freedom.

While the duty and sacrifice required of soldiers has not changed throughout the years, the way wars are fought certainly has.  In years past, combatants were readily recognized.  Soldiers wore distinctive uniforms to differentiate themselves from civilians.  Attacks began at dawn (or just before), and ended at dusk, allowing both sides to collect their dead and wounded.  Certain rules of combat were established and observed.

Not anymore.  Modern warfare often utilizes guerilla warfare, stressing deception and ambush, as opposed to mass confrontation.  Soldiers and civilians are practically indistinguishable.  On today’s battlefield, it is difficult to tell who the enemy is.  These days it is not uncommon for men, women, and children dressed in common clothes to be used to attack soldiers and government leaders.

Enemies are not always foreign, either.  Sometimes the enemies of our country live within our own borders.  Sometimes they are even citizens of the nation they work to undermine.  Sometimes—and this really infuriates me—they claim to be Christians.  Just last week a group of “Christians” from Kansas came to central Illinois for the expressed purpose of picketing a military funeral for a local soldier killed in Afghanistan.  Carrying signs declaring “God loves dead soldiers” and “God hates America,” these protesters claim that America is experiencing God’s wrath because it allows homosexuality.

I must confess: When I see these people on the nightly news, my first reaction is to call for a 21-gun salute—pointed in their direction!  But then I read Matthew 5:38-48, 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’  But I tell you, ‘Do not resist an evil person.’ If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you. 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.’ He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 


Wow!  That’s tough stuff!  No wonder John Stott writes concerning this text,

The two final antithesis brings us to the highest point of the Sermon on the Mount, for which it is both most admired and most resented, namely the attitude of total love which Christ calls us to show towards one who is evil (39) and our enemies (44). Nowhere is the challenge of the Sermon greater. Nowhere is the distinctness of the Christian counter-culture more obvious. Nowhere is our need of the power of the Holy Spirit (whose first fruit is love) more compelling.

Perhaps we might add that nowhere is the teaching of Jesus more contrary to the attitude of our world than right here. “This strange-sounding advice not only cuts cross-grain against our human nature, it also represents the antithesis of the advice most Americans are given.”
  Think about it—most people hold attitudes such as:

· “I’ve got my rights.”

· “I’m looking out for number one.”

· “Do unto others before they do unto you.”

· “Shoot first…ask questions later.”

· “It’s none of your business.”

· “I don’t get mad, I get even.”

Ours is a selfish and strong-willed society.
  And that is precisely where the Sermon on the Mount stands out in stark contrast.  While some take this passage to argue the justification of capitol punishment, warfare, and even self-defense, Jesus has “but one principle in this teaching, and that is a man’s attitude towards himself.”  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones continues,

He is concerned the whole time about this question of the ‘self’ and of our attitude towards ourselves. He is saying in effect that if we are to be truly Christian we must become dead to self. It is not a question of whether we should go into the army or anything else; it is a question of what I think of myself, and of my attitude towards myself.

Christ-likeness can be defined in one word: selflessness.  His entire life and ministry was marked by selfless servanthood and compassion for others.  He calls His disciples to do the same.  When dealing with family and friends, this may not seem too bad.  But when we are called to demonstrate this same selflessness toward our enemies, our commitment to Christ is put to the test.

No Retaliation for the Disciple

Jesus begins in verse 38, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’”  This particular phrase does have basis in the Old Testament, found in Exodus 21:24, Leviticus 24:20 and Deuteronomy 19:21.  

The main intent of the Mosaic legislation was to control excesses. In this case in particular, it was to control anger and vio​lence and the desire for revenge. There is no need to elaborate this, because we are all unfortunately familiar with it. We are all guilty of it. If any harm is done to us, the immediate natural instinct is to hit back, and not only that, but to do more than hit back. That is what men and women were doing then, and it is what they still do. A slight injury and the man injured will have his vengeance, including bodily injury to the other; he might even kill him. This whole ten​dency to wrath and anger, to retribution and retaliation is there at the very depths of human nature.

Far from being “barbaric” or “uncivilized” (as many critics have labeled it), the lex talionis (or “law or retaliation”) was a restraint to keep minor offenses from escalating into major ones.  How many wars could have been averted if this had been in effect!

Jesus contrasts this with His statement in verses 39-42,

But I tell you, ‘Do not resist an evil person.’ If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.
Before we examine what Jesus is teaching here, let me explain what He is not teaching here.  Jesus is not suggesting that the government of a nation should disarm and not defend itself against an aggressor. Jesus is not speaking to a nation, but to individuals.  Governments have a basic responsibility to protect its constituency from foreign attackers.  This teaching is not (as some have taught) a declaration against war.

Neither does this teaching disallow police from enforcing the laws of the land.  Some have used this passage to argue against capitol punishment, police action, and even the existence of prisons.  This cannot be the case, for elsewhere in Scripture God commissions governments to execute the laws of the land, even to the point of capitol punishment.  Once again, Jesus is speaking to His disciples as individuals, not nations. He was not prohibiting the administration of justice, but rather forbidding us to take the law into our own hands. ‘An eye for an eye’ is a principle of justice belonging to the courts of law. In personal life we must be rid not only of all retaliation in word and deed, but of all animosity of spirit.
 

On a personal level, this teaching has also been misunderstood.  The familiar words, ‘Resist not evil’, have been taken by some as a basis for uncompromising pacifism, as the prohibition of the use of force in any and every situation.  One of the most absurd instances of this is “the crazy saint” whom Luther describes, “who let the lice nibble at him and refused to kill any of them on account of this text, maintaining that he had to suffer and could not resist evil”!
  That is not what Jesus is saying!

Seriously, these verses do not rule out self-defense against criminal attacks. Jesus is teaching how we should respond to insults and affronts against our personal dignity, not criminal threats to life and limb. Furthermore, this passage certainly does not suggest that a husband should refuse to defend his wife, or that a father should decline to protect his children. Those who see in this passage that kind of radical pacifism have twisted Jesus’ intent.

C. H. Spurgeon is quoted as saying, “we are to be as the anvil when bad men are the hammers.”  Stott responds,

Yes, but an anvil is one thing, a doormat is another. Jesus’ illustrations and personal example depict not the weakling who offers no resistance. He himself challenged the high priest when questioned by him in court (Joh 18:19-23). They depict rather the strong man whose control of himself and love for others are so powerful that he rejects absolutely every conceivable form of retaliation.
 

So, if this is what Jesus is not teaching, what is He saying?  The examples He cites deals with our pride and our possessions.  As Oswald Chambers points out, “In the East, a slap on the cheek is the greatest form of insult, its equivalent with us would be spitting in the face. Epictetus, a Roman slave, said that a slave would rather be thrashed to death than flicked on the cheek.”
  The slap in the face is an attack on our dignity rather than on our health or life.  (We even use the phrase “slap in the face” in this way.)

Just as we did not take plucking out the eye and cutting off the hand in a literal sense, neither do we take the slap of a hand as a literal blow to the cheek. What Jesus is getting at is an insulting expression. If we are good at anything in our fight-back, get-even society, we are good at slapping others with insults.  Swindoll uses this example:

None was better at insults than Winston Churchill, who had no love affair with Lady Astor. Actually, the feeling was mutual. It’s reported that on one occasion she found the great statesman rather obviously inebriated in a hotel elevator. With cutting disgust she snipped, “Sir Winston, you are drunk!” to which he replied, “M’lady, you are ugly. And tomorrow I will be sober.”


We laugh—I know I did when I first heard that—yet Jesus tells us that this is not how we are to respond when insulted.  Rather, we are to rise above it, to “take the high road” instead of descending to their level, to take the affront rather than reflecting it and thus escalating the situation.

A twentieth-century example of this can be seen in Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who knew the full force of being insulted—and even more.  He writes in his volume on the Sermon on the Mount,

The only way to overcome evil is to let it run itself to a standstill because it does not find the resistance it is looking for. Resistance merely creates further evil and adds fuel to the flames. But when evil meets no opposition and encounters no obstacle but only patient endurance, its sting is drawn, and at last it meets an opponent which is more than its match. Of course this can only happen when the last ounce of resistance is abandoned, and the renunciation of revenge is complete. Then evil cannot find its mark, it can breed no further evil, and is left barren.
 

When a Christian does so, Bonhoeffer continues, he will discover the “freedom from the tyranny of his own ego.”
 Jesus calls us to selfless servanthood as His follower.  The greatest obstacle to overcome in this discipleship is our own pride.  Here are some instances where we can overcome that selfish, sinful desire to put ourselves first.  “If you are My disciple,” says Jesus, “you will have no time to stand up for yourself.” Never insist on your rights.

Rather, as Paul writes in Romans 12:17–19:

Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the Lord.
No Resentment for the Disciple

Jesus continues in verses 43-48, 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: ‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.’ He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
Whereas the phrase “an eye for an eye” can be found in the Old Testament, this quotation of Jewish thought cannot.  The words “love your neighbor” appear in Leviticus 19:18: “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.”  But the words “and hate your enemy” were a “parasitical growth” upon God’s law; they had no business there. God did not teach his people a double standard of morality, one for a neighbor and another for an enemy.
 

In fact, the Old Testament teaches that we are to treat even our enemies well.  Exodus 23:4-5 commands, 

If you come across your enemy's ox or donkey wandering off, be sure to take it back to him. If you see the donkey of someone who hates you fallen down under its load, do not leave it there; be sure you help him with it. 

In this paragraph Jesus takes His teaching one step further.  “Maybe I cannot retaliate against my enemy,” we may be prone to think, “but I can still hate him!”  No, Jesus once again goes past our outward actions and penetrates the inward attitudes and thoughts of the heart.  There is to be no resentment for the disciple toward his enemies.

This may be even tougher to swallow than the first directive.  To the natural man, the very notion of loving his enemies is an intolerable offence, and quite beyond his capacity: it cuts right across his ideas of good and evil.
  

Why are we called to such a standard?  We are to be like God, and this is how God loves.  Consider Paul’s words in Romans 5:8 and 10,

But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us… For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! 


God loved us not when we loved Him but when we hated Him and acted as His enemy.  He loves not because of what we are but in spite of what we are.  And He calls us to do the same to others.

No Remoteness for the Disciple

Finally, Jesus states that there can be no remoteness for the disciple.  As Bonhoeffer points out,

The preceding commandment had spoken only of the passive endurance of evil; here Jesus goes further and bids us not only to bear with evil and the evil person patiently, not only to refrain from treating him as he treats us, but actively to engage in heartfelt love towards him. We are to serve our enemy in all things without hypocrisy and with utter sincerity.
  

It is not enough to not retaliate; we are called to active love on their behalf.  How do we do that?  With our words, we are to “bless them that curse” us.  In our minds, we are to “pray for those who persecute” us.  In our actions, we are to “love our enemies.”  We are not to stand off to the side and secretly hope for the worst with regard to our enemies.  We are called to active love.

When we do this, we demonstrate who we are.  Jesus instructs us to do this, “that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.”  This does not mean that we become Christians by following this directive, but we show that we are Christians when we live this way.  Swindoll explains:

Since Jesus spoke Aramaic, His words were more akin to Hebrew than the Greek that became the basis of the New Testament. Hebrew is not a language rich in adjectives. Instead of saying, “He is a peaceful man,” the Hebrews would usually say, “He is a son of peace.” Instead of saying, “She is a kind woman,” the Hebrews would often say, “She is a daughter of kindness.” Here, notice that Jesus says, “in order that you may be sons of your Father.” May I rephrase it? “In order that you may be Fatherlike.” Very seldom do we use the word “Fatherlike,” but it fits here. Those who love like God begin to model a Fatherlike response...even toward the unrighteous. And the most Fatherlike re​sponse of all? Love.
 

Paul writes in Ephesians 5:1-2, “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  How do we imitate God?  Live a life of love.  Even to our enemies.

If this seems a daunting task, you’re right.  Humanly speaking, such behavior as the Lord calls for here is impossible. Only as a person is controlled by the Holy Spirit can he live a self-sacrificing life. Only as the Savior is allowed to live His life in the believer can insult (v. 39), injustice (v. 40), and inconvenience (v. 41) be repaid with love. This is “the gospel of the second mile.”

This is what it means to be Jesus’ disciple.  This is what it means to be a Christian.
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