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We were playing our arch rival in basketball in college, Midwestern College. This is late season, this is big game, big crowd, big energy. We were in our house and the game starts and it is a battle from the beginning. This is going to be a fun game. So the guy I’m guarding, we have very similar styles in play. In other words, we were hacking each other to death! And the longer the game goes on, the more intense it gets. So I’ll tell you what, that night, I was going to get the best of him. So it was late in the game and our team is starting to pull away and they bring the ball down and we were crushing each other down to the post. We were banging and going at it and so they feed my guy down in the post and he does a drop step and goes up for the lay up and guess who is there for the lay up? I sent that baby airmail back, return to sender! They got the ball back and my guy cut to the top of the key so they give him the ball and I was guarding him and he said something like this, I bet you can’t do that twice! Guess who can do that twice! Dribbles left, spins right, rises up and I rose up like the church! And I think I yelled something like, not today! I know, I need to work on my trash talking! But that’s what came out and I got a piece of the ball and it went flying and I turned around and grabbed the ball and when I did, this guy  roundhouses and punches me in the side of the head! But it starts and everyone is trying to break it up and he got kicked out of the game and we went on to win the game. So we were in the locker room and he came over to our locker room and he apologized. How would that make you feel if you were in my shoes? How would you feel? Literally, how would you feel? My reaction was, that was the last thing I wanted him to do. Because then I had to forgive him. And that’s all I get in this? I didn’t tell you this part. I played for Central Bible College. So when someone asks you to forgive them, you have to forgive them!  But in that moment, listen guys, here’s the thing, I didn’t want reconciliation, I wanted retribution. I didn’t want forgiveness, I wanted a faceoff! 

We love to hate, don’t we? There is a reason why unity comes in a common enemy, because we love to gather around hate. There is a reason when that neighbor does that thing that that neighbor that you have to go talk to your other neighbor about that neighbor, because we love to hate. Think about in DC, I don’t know if our city gets happier when the Redskins win or when the Cowboys lose! Why? Because we love to hate. Because there is power in hate. We put ourselves in the position of power when we hate. We have the power to find retribution or we have the power to become the victim. I will put myself in that seat. I would have rather be the victim and hold on to that thing and have a good reason to be angry than him come and try to reconcile with me. I wanted to live in that power. I would have chosen that over forgiveness.

The passage we want to talk about today is one of the hardest passages in all of Scripture to live out. It is Jesus being original. This is original to Jesus, this statement here that He is about to make. And it is Jesus putting an assault on hate. Here’s what He says in Matthew 5, we continue in the Sermon on the Mount in verse 43.

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’

So Jesus is saying here’s the truth that culture has taught you. Here’s the truth that you have lived out. But I’m not here to affirm the truth that culture has taught you. I’m not here to affirm the truth that you think you know. I’m not here to make you feel good. I am here to disorient you. You have heard that it was said.

43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love your enemies. 

He takes two statements and He crunches them together to give us one calling. You had Pharisees who were interpreting neighbor as other Pharisees. You have Jews who would interpret neighbor as somebody in their same status or economic class. You had many people who would interpret this as the same religion or the same area but Jesus blows up their definition and essentially redefines enemy as neighbor. And in Luke 10, a man comes to Jesus and says what must I do to inherit eternal life and I’m going to paraphrase what Jesus said. He said love God and love your neighbor. Then the man says who is my neighbor. And Jesus shocks the crowd with his answer and He gives the story of the Good Samaritan. Remember that story? It is the story of two enemies, a Samaritan and a Jew and in one story, Jesus redefines enemy as neighbor. Jesus saw everyone so fantastically different, didn’t He? Everyone saw a prostitute but He saw a worshipper. Everyone saw a lowly tax collector but Jesus saw an opportunity. Everyone saw a dead guy but Jesus saw a miracle. Everyone say an enemy but Jesus saw a neighbor.
First question I would ask within this question is this. Who are your enemies? Take some time to think about it. Who are your enemies in life? The word enemy comes from the Latin word that simply means not a friend. But we know it goes beyond that. I looked in the Oxford Dictionary for synonyms for enemy and here’s what I got. Opponent, adversary, antagonists, competitor, the other side, the opposing side. So are we called to love? We are called to love our competition. We are called to love the coworker who talks themselves up publicly but talks you down privately. The coworker who is out for that same job as you are. The business competitor that uses dishonest practices to gain a competitive advantage. We are called to love our antagonists. A parent that deeply wounded you with something they did or did not do. Or maybe it is a family member who has been so selfish and they have pushed you aside for their own personal gain. Or maybe it is your spouse and you’ve given up on them, you’ve made a lifelong commitment to them. Who are we called to love? We are called to love the other side. The legislator from the other political party. Or the person that looks different than us. Or the person that comes from a different background than we do. Who are we called to love? We are called to love our adversaries. The friend in your social circle that drives you crazy! It is that person or boss who takes you for granted and talks down to you. The former friend who stabbed you in the back. How am I supposed to get warm fuzzy feelings about these people? That question in and of itself is a commentary on love. Jesus doesn’t call us to positive emotions for our enemy. He calls us to proactive action. And this word love in the Scripture is the Greek word agape that is four different words but this one is unique though, it is above the others. It is a volitional love. It is a love that chooses before it feels. It is rooted in commitment to the other person. It is an action, not a mood. It is a powerful love that God actually uses and gives to each one of us. He calls us to this love. 
I want to talk about this love but before I dive into it, I actually want to talk about what it is not. Three quick things. First, this is not a call to weakness. Pastor Mark said it last week, we are called to meekness not weakness. And we are not called to ignore sin. We are not called to be a doormat or to be swept under the rug. This is a call to strength. Jesus stood up and He spoke what was wrong. When everyone was praising the Pharisees, Jesus said they were like white washed tombs.

Number two, this is not a validation of abuse. In fact, the laws were in place so that the authorities could help protect those being hurt. If you are here today or you are listening to this and you are in an abusive situation, you need to tell an authority. Tell somebody who can help you in your situation to help get you out of that situation.

Number three, this is not a call for institutional passivism. Jesus is addressing his disciples, not national structures and He is specifically talking to those who are following Him and He is calling to them, those who are being oppressed in a personal way, He is trying to give them a new pathway to get out of those situations.

So Jesus unpacks his statement of love your enemy in the preceding verse so we are going to go before the verse that I just read. It starts in verse 38.

38 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’ 39 But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also. 40 And if anyone wants to sue you and take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. 41 If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two miles. 42 Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you.

You have heard it said an eye for an eye. Now, this law was established by God for unjust situations of retaliation. So what would happen in the Old Testament is someone would come along and say an unkind word and the other person would hit them and it would escalate into a fight and then someone would end up murdered. It was ridiculous and crazy. So this law was put into place to bring equity, to bring fairness into situations and into relationships. Now, this is unique because this law was given to the Jews as a nation. It wasn’t intended to be given to cowboys to go out and take their personal vendetta and to go out and practice that themselves. It was given for the judiciary so that they could practice it and keep peace and keep fairness in the land. The law doesn’t prevent you from hating though. Jesus is not rejecting this principle but acknowledging that there are limits to the law. It might protect us but it doesn’t get to the heart and this is what Jesus is trying to address in this Scripture. He is trying to come after the heart. The only thing that can heal the heart in situations of hurt or persecution is not to hate but it is to love. 
The CDC came out and said that 85 percent of diseases trace back to some emotional connection. It said your emotion can actually trigger your genes to either express health or express disease. So Jesus is not just addressing kingdom, He is addressing the physical of love. He gives us this incredible calling but the big question is how, right? How? How in the world am I supposed to do this? It seems when you are mistreated, there are two examples, right? Fight or flight. Fight is addressed in verse 39, it says do not resist the evil one. So this sounds like a contradictory statement but resist is a word that is a tactical term in warfare that is saying, if someone does something to offend you, don’t strike back with evil or don’t warfare back or don’t fight back in terms of violence. So we are encouraged not to fight. That is not our response. But then at the same time, it is different than just a passive response. So Jesus does something, He gives us a revolutionary way to deal with those who persecute us and mistreat us. He gives us a third way, if you will. It starts in verse 39.

If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also.

So we see this as a passive approach. Let me give another interpretation of this though. In ancient Mideast conflict, there were rules of engagement. Everything is social stratified. So you have master and slave, you have man and woman, and you have Roman and Jew. So each gesture validated, it spoke to these different structures. So for instance, if you engage in a fight, to hit somebody with a closed fist would only be done to somebody that is your equal. It is was somebody less than you, you would use a slap. So, Pastor Mike, could you come and stand right here and I’m going to do a demonstration. This is going to be a lot of fun! You can face me and brace yourself! So there is this situation and we have a slap, so it is somebody that is less than you. Now, the right hand is going to be used because the left hand is used for cleanliness purposes. So the right hand, and for some reason, the Scripture says in the right cheek. So hands were being opened to God in worship so you would backhand slap. So if I’m coming right hand to right cheek, I’m slapping here and coming across. And then here’s the deal though, He says turn your other cheek. So turn this way. Here’s the thing, a slap was to remind them who they are. So it was not for pain, it was for shame. So you are turning your face. So I’m not going to hit him in the nose because the purpose is shame so to hit his other cheek, you can’t really do it. So what happens then? You have two different options. You can either not slap him, or you can come across and you can hit him with a fist. What did I just do though? You forced the person then to become equal. So you have brought them on the same plane of humanity with a simple act of non-violence. Thank you Pastor Mike. So Jesus, with this simple example was saying don’t fight back. The natural reaction in this situation for that person would be to cower in submissive shame. He is saying no, don’t do that. Now, that’s an interpretation but think about the alternative. If you just take it at face value, I think the same principle applies. Even if just a regular hit, now turn back. What happens when you turn back? You are looking that person in the eye. Again, you are confronting humanity in Jesus’ suggestion.
So look at the next one, verse 40

And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well.

So if someone is suing you and they are asking for your tunic, it means you have nothing else to give. Think about the inhumanity of this situation. So Jesus is saying, ok, they are going to take your tunic? Go ahead and give them your cloak as well. So two things are happening. Number one, extreme generosity is happening but number two, what happens when you take off your tunic and then your cloak? What are you left with? Your birthday suit! So you’re wearing your birthday suit! That is what Jesus is telling him to do. Here’s the thing, you are naked. Nakedness doesn’t just capture the single individual but it captures the onlookers as well. To see nakedness was as shameful as to be naked. Look, all the way back to Genesis 9 when Noah was naked and his sons came in and they actually backed out backwards because they didn’t want to be included in the shame by seeing the nakedness. So Jesus is saying, ok, go ahead, give them what they are asking for. Don’t war back. But give them your cloak as well. And now, again they are confronted with extreme grace but also the humanity of the situation and it is love in this, you are offering them the opportunity to change their heart. It is a confrontation of grace. It is this beautiful opportunity that you giving them in such a loving way. Again in verse 41, there is another act.
And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles.

So you were required by law to go one mile with a soldier if he asks it. And a soldier is only allowed to request one mile with you. So what Jesus is saying, when that is done, when your duty is done, when you requirement is done, keep going. So you again put them in an interesting scenario. ‘I’m going to keep going with you.’ ‘No, your duty is finished.’ I mean what’s the soldier going to do? Like, hit you for continuing to serve him? 

Reggie Joiner talks about what the conversation must have been like on that second mile. The soldier is going along, and wondering and he says, ‘Why are you doing this?’ Because we have gone from mindless, thoughtless, subjugation, you are performing a duty, this is my right expressing on you and all of a sudden you have engaged the mind. You have engaged the heart. You have intrigued a man with the way you are living your life. Think about it. Mile one, fulfilled obligation. Mile two, change the nature of relationship. It is the thing outside of the options that are offered to us. Not this way, not this way, Jesus says there is a third option here. There is a way to live like I live, to love and give grace. But to confront and to capture the heart and to give an opportunity, it takes a moral imagination. It is developing creativity around how you deal with someone who is treating you less than, a moral imagination, who doesn’t see you as someone made in God’s image or treat you as someone made in God’s imagine. But Jesus offers a different way to address it while protecting your heart. Anybody can love people that you like but what about people you don’t like? What about people who don’t like you? What about people you hate? What about people who hate you? How do we deal in these situations? Instead of surviving, instead of just being in hostile environments, how do we create new environments? 
Proverbs 25:21 says

If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. For you will heap burning coals on his head and the Lord will reward you.

Martin Luther King, Jr was the perfect embodiment of this. Think about his life and his ministry. He was persecuted to such a high level but he never warred back to his persecutor. But yet he didn’t shy away. He stood up. He rose up. He confronted and he allowed people to step in and see a level of moral compassion and to see the humanity in the situation.
Verse 43

You have heard that is was said you shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy, but I say to you love your enemy and pray for those who persecute you so that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.

When was the last time you prayed for your enemy? 

I was talking with an NCCer this week and they found themselves in a situation where they had to learn how to love their enemy. Here’s the tricky part about their situation, their enemy was their family. Anybody been there? They had gone into business together and it started out great and he brought 90 percent of the business to the table and it was going well and then some jealousy and some entitlement and some insecurity snuck in and all of a sudden everything just blew up and his sibling blew up at him. Then he went and got the parents on his side and they were caught in some lies and they went back on their word and it all unraveled, this brutal situation within family relationships. He’s what he said, I don’t have it in me to react the right way. That’s what he said. I am not meek. I wanted the situation to be made right and I wanted to react but I decided to surround my every reaction with prayer. So every response felt completely unnatural. He said loving your enemy is hard, especially when your enemy is your family. Jesus’ command gets interpreted as sweep it under the rug or just take it. Or people go to the opposite ends of the earth. But the challenge for him in this situation was facing this and dying and giving it up but not in a way that didn’t confront the issues. God provides opportunity for truth and it is rarely heard from someone’s mouth but often seen in their actions. At the end of the day, I have to try and then let go. How do you let go? He said, I don’t know, I still have some bitterness but I’m giving it to God and letting Him cleanse me and there is nothing that person can do. When I put the expectation on them, it continues to spiral. I have to see myself as the same as anyone else, a sinner. He said he learned about how his heart is not straight and he was filthy sometimes but that’s what prayer does. He said he needed prayer to enter the situation because when prayer enters the situation, God enters your own heart. And he says he feels free and that is a great feeling.

When was the last time you prayed for your enemies? When is the last time that you prayed for the person that mistreated you? Or that offended you or annoyed you or got under your skin? This is what Christ did. Luke 23:34

Then Jesus said, Father forgive them for they do not know what they do.

Who is He talking about when He says this? He is on the cross. He is talking about those people who put Him on the cross, who put Him in the middle of his pain and torture and close to death and what does He call out? He calls out grace from on high and He forgives in a single moment. He chooses forgiveness and this is his example for us.
Pastor Mark says don’t ever criticize someone you haven’t prayed for. We are called to pray for those that God has put in our path.

When was the last time you prayed for your coworker? For your spouse? When is the last time you prayed for that member of a political party that gets under your skin? We are called to pray for those who persecute us.

June 17, 2015, a 21 year old man named Dylann Roof entered into the Immanuel AME Church in Charleston, SC. He entered into a Wednesday night Bible study and he murdered nine people including the pastor who was leading the Bible study. A terrible event, you probably remember. And in December, 2106, he was convicted of 33 federal counts of hate crimes and murder charges and he was sentenced to death. What happened after that was shocking. Do you remember this? I remember watching it and being so challenged in my own faith and the depth of the way I saw Christ’s likeness in that circumstance. Every family member got up and they had to chance to talk to that man. One got up and shared forgiveness and then he said I hope that you can repent because Christ can change you. He was offering the third way.

Pastor Dave and I, a couple of weeks ago, we took a pilgrimage. We went down to Charleston and we went to the church on a Wednesday night and we got to take part in a Bible study that night. They talked about hope. It was awesome! And we got to share and fellowship with some people and I met a guy, his name was Leon Amos and is a regular at the church and at the Bible study and he was supposed to be there that night and he couldn’t make it because he was packing for travel and he began to share about the whole experience. Listen to what he said. He said that man wanted to start a race riot but we’ve crushed every movement to bring about discord because we had the power, the power to forgive. When you forgive, it brings people together. The aftermath from that event was people showing up to our church and packing it out. People came from miles away who had never been here before. Why asked them why they were coming and they said because they couldn’t believe what you did and we wanted to come and be a part of it and stand with you. People wanted to hate and to start fighting, and his wife was right there and she jumped in and said how will that help you and where will that lead you? We are a people that believe in the power of the Word of God and so when this thing happened, we responded like we respond to everything else that happens to us, in obedience to follow Christ. He said we worship every week in a crime scene. We can’t change that but the only way to rise about that is to step back and we did this.
So God we come to You today knowing that You have given us a deep, an incredible calling and I know Lord as I prayed through and over this message, I don’t know if there has been a time in my lifetime where this message isn’t more poignant to live out than today, God we need your strength to learn how to love our enemies God. May You give us that strength today? May You give us that wisdom today? Lord I know it is not easy for us as we identify those people God I pray that You would give us courage. The only way we can live according to your command is to follow after You and to live empowered with the Holy Spirit within us. We can’t do it. But we know as You fill us, You give us the strength to do it. In the name of Jesus we pray, Amen. 
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