
Are You Kidding?

Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18; Psalm 119:33-40; 1 Corinthians 3:10-11, 16-23; Matthew 5:38-48

Are you kidding, Jesus? His Sermon on the Mount began well enough, with the preacher

blessing those for whom this world has been mostly a curse—the hungry, the poor, the downtrodden

and outcast. “Blessed are those . . .” It’s good to know that in God’s kingdom, those who have been

cast down will be blessed and lifted up.

Now Jesus’s sermon takes an uncomfortable turn. He moves from blessings to commands and

demands. Jesus moves from saying what God has done, is doing, will do for us and now talks about

what we are expected to do for God:

“You have heard that it was said in the Bible, An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. But I say to you,

don’t violently resist those who try to hurt you. If slapped on your right cheek, offer your left cheek. . . . When a

Roman soldier forces you to carry his pack for a mile, go two. . . . You have heard that it was said, Love your

neighbour and hate your enemy. But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who harass you so that

you will be acting as children of your Father who is in heaven. He makes the sun rise on both the evil and the

good and sends rain on both the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love only those who love you, what’s the

reward in that? Everybody does that. Therefore, just as your heavenly Father is complete in showing love to

everyone, so also you must be complete in your love.” (Matt 5:38-48, paraphrased)

Can Jesus really be serious?

This just isn’t the way we are put together, not the way human beings are “hardwired.” Science

writer David Rock (Your Brain at Work, New York: Harper Business, 2009) says that our limbic system

is aroused by a set of “hot buttons” that trigger a visceral, intense “danger response.” After millions of

years of evolution and social conditioning, our brains tell us to ease in toward potentially rewarding

others (like our friends) and to run away from perceived dangerous others (like our enemies).
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The adrenaline that’s pumped into our nervous systems to help protect us from a perceived

enemy makes our responses to external threats more knee-jerk and defensive. Anxiety forces us into

emergency mode, totally focussed on ourselves and our survival.

Evolution hardwired our brains to be cautious and on guard against perceived enemies, which

made sense in a time when our survival was threatened daily. When we heard a rustle in the bushes,

our limbic system enabled us to quickly move into high alert mode.

Today, these once valuable coping mechanisms are the source of some of our most damaging

mistakes of judgment about others. Thousands of years of safely huddling in our tribe hardwired us to

regard strangers as foes until proven otherwise. In today’s interconnected, interdependent world,

friend-or-foe fear can be a great burden.

If neurological research shows that our visceral, bodily reactions to fear of others has biological,

physiological bases, why fight a tendency that’s fixed into our bodies and brains by millions of years of

development?

Jesus, in his Sermon on the Mount, joyfully announces the good news that God has not left us

to our biological, genetic heritage. God gives us what we need to lead more adventurous lives than we

would have if we hadn’t met Christ. The Wesleyan tradition has majored in the claim that though we

are born in bondage to a host of masters—fear, lust, greed, pride, just to mention a few—Christ

working in us has the power to produce human beings who are considerably better than we would be

on our own. Wesleyan “grace” is the power of God that enables you to be a faithful disciple of Jesus,

to be different than you would have been had you not been compelled by the love of Christ (2 Cor

5:14). That big word sanctification means the power of God enabling you to be better than your genes. 

Do I hear any objections?

The world urges Christians to be “realistic”: Jesus didn’t mean for us to love, merely to be more
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just. “This is the way it has always been and will be.” “It’s either them or us.” “The evil that has been

done to us requires a swift, strong retribution without pity.” “Prayer is fine but sometimes you’ve got to

face facts.” “Bomb them to oblivion.” “The only way to stop a bad person with a gun is a good person

with a gun.” “They forced us.” “It’s all they understand.” “It’s in my genes.” Such has it ever been, such

it will always be, world without end, amen.

These objections imply that Jesus’s sermon is unrealistic, idealistic. But who defines reality?

Christians believe that the name for reality, as tough as the demands may be, all the way down, is

Jesus Christ. Thus, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says in effect, “this is who God is and how God

acts; now why not get in step with the way things are?”

Forgiveness isn’t an impossible ideal that can sometimes be performed if no great wrong has

been committed, or a useful technique for bringing out the best in others. Forgiveness is built into the

grain of the universe by the one who has forgiven us. 

Please hear me, all you who are victims of another’s hostility, objects of another’s violation:

Jesus is not ordering you to be a doormat, an excuse for another’s sinful abuse. Jesus doesn’t tell you

how to be a more passive, docile victim; he tells you how to be a victor. Don’t take abuse lying down.

Don’t submit to the enemy who would do you harm. Take charge! Turn this thing around! Defiantly

stand up for yourself! Pray. Forgive. Refuse to lower yourself to return evil for evil. Pray that God will

work in your enemy’s life as powerfully and redemptively as God has worked in yours. 

Can Jesus really be serious? Surely he spoke these words commending enemy-love to some

spectacularly saintly, heroic people—unlike us.

Trouble is, you know the disciples. After this sermon, on the rest of the journey with Jesus, they

were sometimes cowardly, stupid, and unsaintly—just like us, sometimes even more so.

How can Jesus seriously command people like his first disciples, people like us, to love your
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enemies and pray for those who harass you? 

I think the answer to that is in Jesus’s sermon: So that you will be acting as children of your Father

who is in heaven. He makes the sun rise on both the evil and the good and sends rain on both the righteous and

the unrighteous. If you love only those who love you, what reward do you have? Everybody does that.

Therefore, just as your heavenly Father is complete in showing love to everyone, so also you must be complete.

Jesus comes to us, as we are, and then leads us to God, helping us to be who God intends for

us to be. Christians believe that in the incarnation, God—considered by many to be our enemy—took

on our humanity just as we are, hardwired as we are to hate our enemies, moved in with us as the

Word made flesh, then loved, forgave, and called God’s enemies (us!) to be God’s friends. And, even

more miraculously, commanded us to go out and welcome our enemies as God in Christ has welcomed

us.

Behind the commands of this sermon is a promise: you, even you, can act like a child of the

heavenly Father, showing love to everyone, complete in love even toward your enemies as God has

been completely loving toward you.

If Jesus had loved us, that would have been good news enough. But he went on in his sermon

to command us to love as we have been loved by him, to forgive others as we have been forgiven by

him, to pray for others as he prays for us

In enacting and commanding enemy love, we are at the epicentre of the faith engendered by

Jesus. It would have been breathtaking enough if God had forgiven us. Even more mind-blowing,

Christ commanded us to forgive as if to say, “Though painful and costly, I have forgiven my enemies;

now you try it. I have refused violence when I was violated. I have interceded for my enemies even

while they were crucifying me. I bore the burdens of others. Now you try it.”

Can Jesus really be serious? 
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Salvation is not only when Jesus recklessly comes to us, reaches out to us, embraces us.

Salvation also occurs when Jesus stunningly dares to command us to do the same! 

An African American clergy, a leader in a mostly white denomination, testified to the gifts he

received growing up in a small African American congregation in the South. “We children were treated

as royalty, as God’s gift to the world. They gave us skills for figuring out a racist world without being

defeated by what we learned. Most amazing of all, we were constantly enjoined not to hate.” 

Jesus wasn’t kidding, he was serious when, toward the end of his sermon, he looked at people

like us and said: God makes the sun rise on both the evil and the good and sends rain on both the righteous

and the unrighteous. If you love only those who love you, what’s the reward in that? Everybody does that.

Therefore, just as your heavenly Father is complete in showing love to everyone, so also you must be complete

in your love. (Matt 5:38-48, paraphrased)

Our Christ-bestowed assignment is to live and act in the world as God has acted toward us.

At the end of a very busy Thursday afternoon, I was chagrined to be encountered, on my way

from the church office, by a shuffling, forlorn older man. Of course he was down on his luck.

Homeless. “Could you help me get some food?” he asked.

Food, my foot. I’m sure you will use the twenty dollars that I’ll give you (just to get rid of you) to buy

booze. I gave him the twenty dollar bill.

“I guess you expect me to thank you,” he said on his way down the sidewalk with my money. I

told him a thank you would be nice.

“Well, I ain’t,” he muttered. “Jesus made you help me. You’d have never done it on your own.” 

How does that man know so much about you? I asked Jesus. To which Jesus replied, How does he

know so much about you? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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