WE MAKE OUR ENEMIES
(BLESSED ARE THE MERCIFUL)
Matthew 5:38-48
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MAKING ENEMIES: LIMITED RETALIATION (5:38-42)

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. . . . 
You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,” (5:38-39a; 43-44).

After Jesus offers us eight blessings and calls us “salt” and “light,” he calls on us to have higher standards of living than the most religious people we know. Six times in chapter 5 Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said . . . but I say to you . . .” These six “for instances” are not about devotional practices. Prayer, fasting and giving money come in chapter 6. Jesus calls on us not to believe something but to do something in our personal relationships: our anger, our lust, our marriage, our broken promises, (and now this week) our retaliation, and our conditional love.


When has retaliation worked for us? Oh, sure, you can remember times when you felt much better after you “told her off.” Did retaliation really work in that long-term relationship? And how often does retaliation work in international relationships? Oh, sure, we feel much better when we rattle the dust of a sovereign nation because of our bombs, but show me in our day where retaliation fosters the peace and justice that we so much want in our world?


I think what Jesus is saying to us as a nation and saying to us individually is this—Enemies don’t develop on their own; for enemies are made by us in the dynamic relationships in which we all participate. Enemies do not just occur; they are made, and we are a part of their development when we retaliate.

At the beginning of human history, retaliation had no limit. If you pluck out one of my eyes, I will pluck out both of your eyes. If you knock out my tooth in a fight, I will knock out three of your teeth. Do not think that such violence died away with the barbarians. Unlimited retaliation is seen every week on television and the front page of the newspaper. Pull in front of someone in traffic and he might just blow you away with a concealed handgun


Early in human history was a move away from unlimited retaliation and toward limited retaliation. Jesus quotes from Exodus 21 what is called in Latin the lex talionis (law of  retaliation). It is the law of limited retaliation that goes back as far as the Code of Hammurabi, almost 1700 years before Jesus of Nazareth. It places restrictions on revenge by insisting that I cannot inflict more damage than I have suffered. Limited retaliation is more humane; for it keeps revenge from escalating. Limited retaliation is expressed on the bumper sticker, “I don’t get mad—I get even!” It’s “Do unto others as they do unto you.”

Jesus is thankful for limited retaliation but says that it is not enough. Jesus rejects any kind of retaliation. When someone hits us, accept a second blow. When someone sues for your shirt (undergarment), give also your cloak. When someone compels you by law to do something (as Roman soldiers often did), do more than what is asked of you. When someone asks you for money, give. Jesus calls on us to go beyond limited retaliation.


Now if you follow Jesus’ advice very literally (and some tell us that we are to interpret the Bible very literally) then you will be bruised, naked, exhausted and penniless. I don’t think that is what Jesus wants of us, but we are to take his words seriously if not completely literally. What Jesus is saying is that we have power over how we react to others. 


Jesus’ teaching here is that disciples are not to resist (“to stand against”) and not to seek retaliation against people who have done us wrong. When he says, “Do not resist an evildoer,” I do not believe that Jesus is calling for passive submission. If you are abused, if you live with an alcoholic or addict, if you are expected to fulfill unfair demands in relationships, do not use this text to support passive nonresistance in damaging relationships. Jesus calls for resistance without retaliation and tells us how to resist evil without keeping account and without getting even. Rather than translate it as “Do not resist one who is evil,” I believe a better translation is “Do not resist with evil.”

Jesus is calling for resistance that is nonviolent, for resistance that does not return evil for evil, and for a response that does not “get even.” Jesus rejects unlimited retaliation and even rejects limited retaliation. We are to resist but without retaliation and without revenge because both are evil.
MAKING FRIENDS: UNLIMITED LOVE (5:43-47)

Sometimes persons go beyond unlimited retaliation and beyond limited retaliation and move into limited love. Sometimes we do not retaliate in an evil manner because the person who wrongs us is a friend. Everyone practices limited love. Limited love, however, means that we don’t feel obligated to forgive the enemies we ourselves have made.

Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy,’” You can search the entire Hebrew Scriptures and never find the phrase, “hate your enemy.” It’s not there and the Jewish faith and the Islamic faiths do not teach us to hate our enemies. Some persons of these religious traditions endorse hatred of enemies, of course, and those persons may be Jewish, Muslim or Christian.

Jesus goes beyond unlimited retaliation, beyond limited retaliation, and even beyond limited love. Jesus calls for radical, unlimited love. Unlimited love is love in all relationships and applied universally to all persons—yes, all persons. Jesus is saying neither friends nor enemies dictate the life-style of disciples. This whole section, from verse 38 to 48, is about who determines the way we act.

Since we choose to make our enemies, we also can choose to make our friends. Sydney Harris, the syndicated newspaper columnist, tells of the night he walked with a friend to the newsstand. The friend bought a paper and thanked the owner politely. The owner of the newsstand, however, did not even acknowledge it.


“A sullen fellow, isn’t he?” Harris commented as they walked away.


“Oh, he’s that way every night,” shrugged his friend.


“Then why do you continue being so polite to him?” Harris asked.


His friend replied, “Why should I let him determine how I’m going to act?” 1

I believe Jesus is asking, “To whom do you give control of your emotions—your anger and your love?” I hope you know that no one “makes you angry.” That’s just an excuse for allowing someone else to control us. Do you act or react? Unlimited love is offered to those who love us and those who do not love us.

Our response is, “I can’t love somebody who has treated me that way! There’s no way!” And you know, you’re right. It’s difficult to feel love for that person who works against you in the office. Jesus does not ask us to have nice, warm, affectionate feelings toward that enemy. Jesus calls on you and me to practice agape on others. The Greek word agape is not a feeling but an act of the will. Jesus, in other words, is not asking you and me to feel love toward someone else but to act lovingly toward that person that we have made into our enemy. And in his wisdom Jesus knows that the first way to act lovingly toward our enemy is to pray for him or her by name. Since we have the power to make that person our enemy, Jesus says that we can also work to make that person our friend. 
RECYCLING MERCY


And why are you and I called to offer unlimited love even those who are not nice to us? We love because we are children of God. We noticed last week that in Matthew 5:9 Jesus calls the peacemakers, “children of God.” With verse 48 Jesus concludes this teaching by calling us to “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

Jesus is calling his disciples to take our pattern from the Divine Parent who never reacts on the grounds of others’ attitudes and behavior. Our God acts out of God’s own nature of divine graciousness, which is to love and to bless the good and the evil and the just and the unjust. Divine Graciousness is kind to the righteous and the unrighteous and sends love on them equally just as it rains on them equally. Divine love is perfect love, which means it is mature love, complete love, and unlimited love.


I want to say something extremely important about this loving of enemies. Jesus does not call us to love our enemies because love will change our enemy. Your enemy may never change. Someone may hit the second cheek harder than she hit the first. I do not love those who are mean to me or those who put demands on me because I am secretly trying to change them. I am not loving them as a form of reverse psychology. I do not love those who hate me to elicit sympathy or to change him or her.


Jesus’ command here is not practical, and the idea probably never occurred to him to raise the question of whether or not it was practical. He tells us in verse 45 to “love our enemies and pray for those who persecute you so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”

Clarence Jordan, founder of the interracial Koinonia Farms, says, “Being what God is, God can’t help loving all persons, regardless of what they are. Even so with God’s children. Our nature is not determined by the reaction of our enemies but by our relationship to the Father.” 2


And that’s why this teaching ends in verse 48 with “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” In Luke 6:36, this same saying is quoted  with a minor change. Luke translates Jesus as, “Be merciful just as your Father is merciful.”

Now we have the link between these teachings in chapter five and the fifth beatitude. Jesus says, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy,” (5:7).  Children of God are to be merciful like the God who mercies us. Perfect love is mature love, unlimited love, and merciful love. 

Keith Miller, the author of Taste of New Wine, A Second Touch, and other devotional books, tells the following story. “Recently I woke up missing my children and grandchildren. They know I don’t need anything, and they don’t often send letters or call. I was indulging in a grand pity party, so I prayed, confessing my whiny self-absorption. Then I read the Beatitudes to see what Jesus said would help His followers feel blessed. My eye stopped at verse 7: ‘Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.’

“I decided to be merciful toward everyone I met that day. ‘Maybe everyone like me needs to be heard,’ I thought. ‘So to care for the people I meet today the way God does, I can let them tell me about their lives.’

“It was a remarkable day. At each of my appointments, I asked the receptionists and nurses for their names. At the restaurant I asked the waiter for his name and introduced myself and my wife to him. I didn’t preach or force conversation on people, and not everyone responded. But the simple act of really listening to the people I encountered had a striking effect: God had filled my day with warm and caring people.” 


The merciful are blessed with Divine mercy, which gives us mercy to share with others. Imagine using the recycle symbol for mercy. It’s like mercy recycled to replenish the children of God so we can share mercy with the world. We choose to make our enemies and we choose to make our friends. It’s our choice.  “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.”
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PRAYER


Lord, because you have asked us to do it, we pray today for our enemies--for Osama ben Laden, for Kim Jong-Il, and for Fidel Castro. We pray for those terrorists who threaten to kill innocent persons. We also pray for that neighbor down the street, for that kid in school, for that work associate, for that family member—all who appear to be our enemies. Lord, please be merciful to them and help us be merciful to them as well. We pray for these because they are your children, as are we. Amen. 

1 Quoted by Leonard Sweet, Homiletics, January-March, 1993, page 22
2 Clarence Jordan, Sermon on the Mount, revised edition, 1952, 1970, page 68. The ideas of unlimited retaliation, limited retaliation, limited love, and unlimited love come from Jordan, pages 63-71

3 Keith Miller, Daily Guideposts 2011 email newsletter, February 17, 2011
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