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Matthew 5:38-48 

 

 

 Four weeks ago, when I started this “Tough Stuff” sermon series on the tough 

sayings of Jesus, I mentioned something in that first sermon about how I wished I 

had never come up with the idea in the first place, because it was turning how to be 

far harder than I thought it would be.  Well, let me tell you something, I didn’t 

have a clue back then how hard it would still get.  Because today’s passage, today’s 

Gospel lesson, has been the toughest of them all.  It makes Jesus’ other words - 

about how he came to bring division, not peace; and how we need to forgive seventy 

times seven; and how we need to sell everything we have - it makes those words 

pale in comparison. 

  

 Because in this lesson today, Jesus says, “Love your enemies,” and he talks 

plainly and clearly about how we are to treat those whose aim is to hurt us.  “Love 

your enemies.”  How do you do that?  How do you love the person who cheated you 

out of money?  How do you love the person who is supposed to love you but beats 

you instead?  How do you love the person who gossips about you, the one who takes 

cheap shots at you, the one who takes credit for your work?  How do you love the 

person who kills someone you love?  How do you love the people of a nation who is 

at war with your’s?  How do you love the addict who steals from you to support 

their habit? 

 

 “Love your enemies,” Jesus says.  This is tough stuff. 

 

 Let’s go back to the original text, and hear again the things that Jesus calls 

us to do - what loving our enemies looks like.  Jesus says, “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.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and 

if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if 

anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.  Give to everyone who 

begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you.” 

 

 He continues: “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, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven . . .” 

 

 Now, before we all start to think that Jesus is calling us to be doormats, I 

need to tell you why he said what he said.  I need to tell you what he meant in that 
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context - speaking to those people on that day in time.  Because it’s a very different 

meaning than we give it at first glance. 

 

 When Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said,” he is referring to the 

law, at that time.  “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” talked about 

balanced retribution.  It was actually a way to keep a lid on unbridled violence.  

An eye for an eye - nothing more, nothing less.   

 

 When He talked about being struck on the right cheek, that was the way 

persons in a superior position corrected those below them - with a backhanded 

swipe on the right cheek with their right hand.  They had to use their right hand, 

because in that day and time the left hand was only used for unclean tasks.  You 

couldn’t even gesture with your left hand in public. 

 

 When He talked about not only giving a person your coat, but also your cloak, 

He knew that underneath that cloak a person wore nothing, and that would be part 

of his argument, which I’ll explain further in a moment. 

 

 When He talked about going the extra mile, Jesus was referring to a law that 

said if a soldier was carrying a load, he was allowed to ask a civilian to carry his 

load for one mile - no more, no less. 

 

 So you see, Jesus was talking to a specific group of people living in a specific 

day and age about specific situations.  Does that let us off the hook?  Does that 

mean we are just to read these as interesting historical situations, and nothing 

else?  

 

 Not in the least, because the actions or actually the reactions to each of those 

situations to which Jesus called them, show us how He calls us to live in this day 

and age, in the face of our enemies, those who would hurt us. 

 

 Jesus called them and calls us to a different way of living, a new way.  A 

way of life that does not seek retaliation, that does not seek in any way to escalate 

volatile situations, but rather seeks to disarm them.  When He told those people 

that if they were struck on the right cheek, they should turn the other cheek, He 

wasn’t asking them to be punching bags.  What He meant was, by turning the 

other cheek, they would be forcing their assailant to hit them on their left side, and 

that couldn’t be done, because he couldn’t use his left hand to make a backhanded 

swipe.  So, in essence, by turning the other cheek, they would have disarmed him. 

 

 Likewise, if when someone asked them for their coat, if they gave not only 

their coat but their cloak as well, they would be standing there naked.  You have to 

know that the reason one’s coat would be taken was because they were in debt - so 

it was the wealthier person demanding the coat of the poor person.  So now the 
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person is standing there naked, and the law said that not only is he shamed, but so 

is the one looking at him - and that, of course, is the wealthy person demanding 

payment.  All of a sudden, the wealthy person has been disarmed - his power is 

gone.  He is shamed. 

 

 When Jesus said, if a soldier asks you to carry his load for one mile, carry it 

the next mile as well, He knew that the law said “one mile and one mile only.”  So 

to go further than that, would put that soldier in jeopardy - he could be severely 

punished for breaking military regulations.  So by going the extra mile, you’ve 

disarmed him. 

 

 You see what Jesus is doing?  He’s saying live a different way, a new way.  

Don’t retaliate in like fashion to the way your enemies attack you.  It doesn’t get 

you anywhere - in fact, it makes thing worse.  It continues the cycle of violence and 

endless retribution.  He says instead, deal with your enemies in a way that will 

disarm them. 

 

 I couldn’t help but think this week, when studying this passage, about the 

Amish community in Lancaster after the horrible shootings in that school that 

killed so many a few years ago.  I saw a special just recently on PBS about it, and 

it reminded me of how the Amish did exactly what Jesus calls us to do in this 

passage - to stop the endless cycle of violence and retribution.  Instead of lashing 

out and going after revenge, the Amish reached out to the family of the man who 

had killed their loved ones.  On the night of the killings, some of the Amish went to 

visit his wife and offer their forgiveness and sympathy to her and her children.  On 

the day of his funeral, several of them, including family members of those who had 

been killed, actually went to his funeral.  They turned the other cheek, and 

disarmed the power of the evil that had been perpetrated on their community.  

They lived a different way. 

 

 There is no doubt that there is risk involved in living the way Jesus calls us 

to live - and most assuredly, one of the risks is that people will think we are foolish - 

because they just won’t get it.  The world is so used to escalating violence, and to 

the policy of getting people back for what they’ve done to you - that this “different 

way” to which Jesus calls us seems weak and powerless.  But nothing could be 

further from the truth - because it is not weakness but strength that allows one to 

call a halt to escalating evil and power. 

 

 Back when Abraham Lincoln was running for president, one of his political 

enemies was a man by the name of Stanton.  For some reason, Stanton hated 

Lincoln, and went to all kinds of extremes to denigrate him and humiliate him in 

public.  He even made fun of the way he looked.   

 

 After Lincoln was elected president, he set about putting his cabinet 
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together, and unbelievably he selected Stanton to be Secretary of War.  Lincoln’s 

inner circle went ballistic when he told them.  “You can’t do this,” they said, “this 

man is your enemy.  Don’t you remember all the horrible things he said about 

you?”  And Lincoln replied, “Yes, I know, but I also know that after looking at the 

needs of our country, he is the best man for the job.” 

 

 You see, Lincoln lived in a different way, he disarmed the power of Stanton’s 

evil, and Stanton went on to do a great job in that office, and later when Lincoln 

was assassinated, Stanton was quoted as saying that “Abraham Lincoln was one of 

the greatest men that ever lived and belongs to the ages.”  (On-line, “Loving Your 

Enemies,” Rev. Chuck Queen) 

 

 If we turn the other cheek, if we live the way Jesus calls us to live, people 

may not understand, and may even think us foolish. 

 

 On the other hand, if we do it, if we love our enemies, and live the way Jesus 

calls us to live, we spark the possibility of change in our enemies.  We disarm the 

power of their evil intent, but we also might open the door to change in their lives.   

 

 Remember what happened when the Apostle Paul was imprisoned, and one 

night an earthquake came and the doors of the cells were opened?  He could have 

run out and been free like everyone else, but, knowing that his guard would be 

severely punished had he done that, Paul, instead, stayed there, imprisoned.  And 

because he did, that guard was changed.  He was so overwhelmed by the power of 

Paul’s faith and by Paul doing the right thing, that the jailer wanted what he had, 

and he fell to his knees and confessed Jesus as the Lord of his life, and walked away 

a new man. 

 

 Sometimes when we love our enemies, and live in the way Jesus asks of us, 

they are deeply affected by it, and change.   

 

 It is, most assuredly, not easy to do what Jesus asks of us in this lesson 

today.  It is really tough stuff.  It seems almost impossible.  Yet we saw Him do it, 

didn’t we?  We saw Him turn the other cheek on His way to the cross, when over 

and over again, His enemies beat Him, crushed His head with a crown of thorns, 

beat and whipped His body.  We saw Him disarm his enemies when, under severe 

questioning by the authorities, He said nothing.  We saw him offer them 

forgiveness while dying on the cross, even as they continued to taunt Him and 

gamble for His clothing. 

 

 Jesus chose the different way, the demanding way, the sacrificial way.  His 

life, His death, and His resurrection showed the world the real definition of power, 

and the real face of love.  That’s why He said what He did that day on the 

mountain.  That’s why He asked His followers to turn the other cheek, to go the 
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extra mile - because He knew that it was the way of peace, and the way to real, 

true, abundant life.  It was the way of God - whose love encompasses all - friends, 

enemies, all. 

 

 I don’t know who your enemies are, but I have a feeling they’re not like the 

ones in the Gospel lesson.  I have a feeling they’re more like the ones I talked about 

earlier - the one who gossips about you, or a former spouse who fights with you, or a 

co-worker who takes credit for something you did, or well, I could go on and on.  

Whoever they might be, my prayer for all of us is that when situations arise where 

someone actively seeks that which would harm us, we would choose to respond in a 

different way than getting back at them.  Rather, that we would choose to live as 

Jesus lived, and act in ways to disarm the power of their anger, and maybe even 

bring about change. 

 

 It’s a tall order, but it’s not pie-in-the-sky.  We can do it, because God is with 

us in the endeavor. 

  

 I want to close with an image for all of us to think about when it comes to 

loving our enemies and doing good for and with them.  It’s something that a man 

named Edward Lorenz, a meteorologist, talked about.  He calls it “the Butterfly 

Effect.”  It’s “the idea that the beating of a butterfly’s wings on the Atlantic coast 

can enter the chaos of atmospheric motion in such a way that its effect can lead to a 

tsunami in the Pacific.  The smallest and most imperceptible of things (he says) 

can sometimes have large and momentous consequences.”  (On-line, “Better Than 

Getting Even,” Rev. Dr. Jon Walton) 

 

 So when you or I take the risk to treat our enemies not with hate, but disarm 

them with love, who knows what can happen?  The effect could ripple in ways we 

can’t imagine.  People we will never know might be better for it.   

 

 We, who have at times, been enemies of God by the way we have failed to 

love Him, or by the things we have done or failed to do, and by the way we have 

treated His children and His world, are still loved by Him ever and always so deeply 

and so powerfully that it’s hard to comprehend.  Can we do any less than, as best 

we can, then to try to love our own enemies in return?  May it be so. 

 

       Amen. 

 


