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SUNDAY} FEBRUARY 22 } 1987 

"FINDING GOD IN ONE'S ENEMY" 

MATTHEW 5:38-48 

THIS PASSAGE JUST READ FROM THE GOSPEL OF 

MATTHEW IS ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT ONES 

FOR US AS FOLLOWERS OF JESUS CHRIST TO PUT 

INTO PRACTICE. IN IT� JESUS IS ASKING THOSE 

OF US WHO PROFESS TO BE CHRISTIANS TO ACT 

DIFFERENTLY THAN OTHER PEOPLE IN THIS WORLD. 

"IF YOU LOVE THOSE WHO LOVE YOU J SO WHAT?" 

SAID JESUS } "EVERYONE DOES THAT. FURTHERMORE } 

MOST PEOPLE IN THIS WORLD LOVE THEIR NEIGHBORS 

AND HATE THEIR ENEMIES} BUT YOU ARE TO BE 

DIFFERENT. You ARE TO LOVE YOUR ENEMI·Es." 

1. NOTE FIRST THAT THE PHRASE "LOVE YOUR 

ENEMIES" IMPLIES THAT WE ALL HAVE ENEMIES. 

HERE AT LEAST THE TEACHI.NG OF JESUS IS 

REALISTIC. JESUS DID NOT SAYJ "LOVE PEOPLE 

AND YOU WILL HAVE NO ENEMIES." 

AN OLD MAN WAS BEING INTERVIEWED BY A REPORTER 

BECAUSE HE HAD JUST REACHED HIS 100TH BIRTHDAY. 

nyES SIR," SAID THE CENTENARIAN, "I'M 100 

YEARS.OLD TODAY AND I DON'T HAVE AN ENEMY 

IN THE WORLD I// 

- -

"THAT'S WONDERFUL�" REPLIED 
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THE REPORTER, "You MUST BE PROUD OF YOURSELF." 

"YES," SAID THE OLD MAN, " MY LAST ENEMY DIED 

ABOUT A YEAR AGO." 

WE ALL HAVE OUR ENEMIES. THERE ARE PEOPLE 

WE DISLIKE AND THOSE WHO DISLIKE US. THERE 

ARE THOSE THAT WE CONSIDER TO BE EVIL AND 

WHO NEED TO BE OPPOSED BECAUSE WE BELIEVE 

THEIR GOALS ARE DESTRUCTIVE NOT ONLY OF US, 

BUT OF SOCIETY AT LARGE. INDEED THE FACT 

IS WE PROBABLY WOULDN '.T BE MUCH OF A PERSON 

AT ALL IF WE DIDN' T HAVE SOME ENEMIES. JESUS 

SAID IN ANOTHER PLACE, "BEWARE WHEN ALL PEOPLE 

SPEAK WELL OF YOU." PERHAPS HE SAID THAT 

BECAUSE IF ALL PEOPLE SPEAK WELL OF YOU, IT 

CAN MEAN THAT YOU STAND FOR NOTHING. 

Bur· WHY DOES JESUS ASK us TO ''LOVE OUR ENEMIES?'' 

WHAT GOOD DOES THAT DO? IN FACT EARLIER IN 

THE SAME PASSAGE FROM MATTHEW' S GOSPEL, JESUS 

ALSO TELLS US: "Do NOT RESIST ONE WHO IS 

EVIL," THAT WOULD SEEM TO ENCOURAGE PASSIVITY, 

WEAKNESS AND VICTIM BEHAVIOR IN THE FACE OF 

MALIGNANT AND INTOLERABLE EVIL, TRANSLATED 

THUS, CHRISTIANS BECOME A DOORMAT TO BE WALKED 

ON, REMAINING SILENT IN THE FACE OF INJUSTICE. 

AND THEN SURELY JESUS' TRUE INTENTION IS UTTERLY 

LOST, AND THE CHURCH BECOMES COMPLICIT WITH 

� THE OPPRESSORS. 

JESUS' POINT, HOWEVER� IS ALTOGETHER DIFFERENT, 

HIS OWN LIFE IS THE CLEAREST REFUTATION OF 
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THAT READING OF THE PASSAGE. WHAT HE MEANS 
. . . . 

IS, "Do NOT RESIST EVIL BY LETTING THE EVIL 
. 

. . . . . . 

ITSELF DICTATE THE TERMS OF YOUR RESPONSE. 

Do NOT RESORT TO EVIL BY EVIL MEANS. NEW 

TESTAMENT SCHOLARS HAVE POINTED OUT THAT THE 

GREEK WORD FOR "RESIST" USED HERE IS MOST 

FREQUENTLY USED IN TERMS OF AN UPRISINGJ 

INSURRECTION, RIOT, REVOLT, OR BATTLE, JESUS 

DOES NOT MEAN THAT WE SHOULD NOT ATTEMPT TO 

COUNTER EVIL BUT THAT WE SHOULD NOT COUNTER 

IT WITH VIOL-ENCE, THE QUESTION WAS NOT 

RESISTANCE OR SURRENDER BUT THE KIND OF 

RESISTANCE: VIOLENT OR NON-VIOLENT? DOES 

ONE BEST DEAL WITH HIS OR HER ENEMIES WITH 

HATE OR WITH LOVE? JESUS EQUALLY ABHORS 

PASSIVITY AND VIOLENCE AS RESPONSES TO EVIL 

OR TO ONE'S ENEMY, 

AGAIN) I EMPHASIZE THAT WHEN JESUS SAYS, 

"RESIST NOT, " THIS IS NOT TO BE SEEN AS 

SUBMISSIONJ BUT AS REFUSING TO LET THE ENEMY 

DICTATE THE TERMS OF OPPOSITION, IT IS NOT 

LASHING BACK IN KIND. IT IS TO ACT AND NOT 

SIMPLY REACT, 

THIS REFUSAL OF REACTIVE OPPOSITION IS ONE 

OF THE MOSt PROFOUND AND DIFFICULT TRUTHS 

IN SCRIPTURE, JESUS KNEW THAT WE TEND TO 
. . 

BECOME WHAT WE HATE. THE PSYCHOLOGISTJ CARL 
. -

JUNG WROTE, "You ALWAYS BECOME THE THING YOU 

FIGHT THE MOST I// 

THE ALCOHOLIC WHO TRIES TO "RESIST EVIL, " 
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QUICKLY DIS-COVERS THAT THE VERY ATTEMPT TO 

CONQUER THE COMPULSION BY MAIN FORCE IS FUTILE. 

THE HARDER THE PERSON TRIES TO QUITJ THE MORE 

HE OR SHE FAILS; AND THE MORE THE PERSON 

FAILS) THE LESS SELF-ESTEEM AND CONFIDENCE 

HE OR SHE HAS TO TRY TO QUIT AGAIN. THE 

EXPERIENCE OF ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS MEMBERS 

IS THAT " RESISTING EVIL" CANNOT WORK. You 

HAVE TO ACKNOWLEDGE THAT YOU HAVE UTTERLY 

FAILED IN ALL ATTEMPTS TO STOP) THAT YOU HAVE 

NO POWER OVER THE DISEASE) AND TURN TO A 

HIGHER POWER AND A SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITY FOR 

HELP. AS LONG AS WE ONLY HATE SOMETHING) 

WE DO NOT DEFEAT ITJ BUT RATHER DRAW IT TO 

OURSELVES) AND WE IN EFFECT GIVE IT MORE 

POWER. 

PROHIBITION WAS A GRAND FAILURE AT RESISTING 

EVIL, IT DREW SO MUCH ATTENTION TO BOOZE 

AND ENGENDERED SO MUCH REBELLION AGAINST LEGAL 

RESTRAINTS THAT FAR MORE ALCOHOL WAS BEING 

CONSUMED WHEN IT WAS REPEALED THAN BEFORE 

IT WENT INTO EFFECT. 

WHAT CAN HAPPEN TO INDIVIDUALS WHO HATE CAN 

ALSO HAPPEN TO NATIONS. "BY INTENSITY ciF 

HATRED J " WROTE ANTHROPOLOGIST GEORGE WILLIAM 

RUSSELL, "NATIONS CREATE IN THEMSELVES THE 
. . 

CHARACTERISTICS THEY IMAGINE IN THEIR ENEMIES. " 
. . 

CONQUERORS THROUGHOUT HISTORY HAVE BEEN CONQUERED 
. . . 

BY THos E THEY CONQUER. Jos EPH GOEBBELS J HI TLER- 1 s 

PROPAGANDA MINISTER) PROVED EITHER A SHREWD 
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STUDENT OF HISTORY OR A PROPHET WHEN HE 

REPUTEDLY SAIDJ "EVEN IF WE LOSE, WE SHALL 

WINJ FOR OUR IDEALS WILL HAVE PENETRATED THE 

HEARTS OF OUR ENEMIES." 

WE WANT DESPERATELY TO BELIEVE THAT OUR 

FORCIBLE RETALIATION TO EVIL IS LIKE A 

PROJECTILE FIRED FROM A GUN THAT WILL DROP 

EVIL IN ITS TRACKS. IN FACT., THE SITUATION 
. . 

IS MORE LIKE A BALL HURLED BY A PITCHER THAT 

WILL., LIKELY AS NOT., CAROM BACK AT US, OR 

OVER THE FENCE .. 

No WONDER JESUS SAID THAT WE ARE TO "LOVE 

OUR ENEMIES," AND NOT TO HATE THEMJ FOR BY 
. . . 

HATING THEM WE ONLY BECOME MORE LIKE THEM. 

IT HARMS US AND DOES NOTHING AT ALL TO CHANGE 
. . . . 

THEM. "THE ULTIMATE WEAKNESS OF VIOLENCE," 
. . . 

OBSERVED MARTIN LUTHER KING., JR . ., "IS THAT 

IT IS A DESCENDING SPIRAL., BEGETTING THE VERY 

THING IT SEEKS TO DESTROY -."_ 

DR. LEWIS THOMAS., WHO HAS DONE EXTENSIVE 

RESEARCH ON THE EFF-ECTS- OF DISEASE WITHIN 

THE HUMAN BEING NOW BELIEVES THAT THE GRAVEST 

DAMAGE IN MOST DISEASES IS NOT CAUSED BY THE 

DISEASE ITSELF., BUT BY A PANICKED OVER-REACTION 
. . . 

OF THE BODY
1

S OWN DEFENSES. 

. 
. - - . . 

HAVE YOU NOT HAD THE EXPERIENCE OF BEING 
· � .

. . 

. -
.

. - - - · •  

UNCONSCIOUSLY ATTRACTED TO THE VERY ENEMY 

OR EVIL YOU HAVE MOST STRONGLY DENOUNCED? 



ls NOT YOUR VERY INTENSITY AGAINST AN EVIL 

� A DANGEROUS SIGN THAT IT FASCINATES YOU, 

LITERATURE IS FILLED WITH STORIES OF THIS 

CONDITION. 
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OR TO PUT IT ANOTHER WAYJ HAVE YOU EVER CAUGHT 

YOURSELF SECRETLY PLEASED TO HEAR THAT SOMEONE 

HIGHER UP THE PROFESSIONAL LADDER YOU ARE 

CLIMBING HAS HAD A CRIPPLING STROKE? PERHAPS 

NOW YOU CAN MOVE UP A NOTCH, OR PERHAPS YOU 

THOUGHT) "THANK GOD IT WAS HER AND NOT ME. " 

JESUS' INVITATION FOR US TO LOVE OUR ENEMIES 

IS THE WAY OUT, IT KEEPS US FROM BECOMING 

LIKE OUR ENEMY, IT KEEPS US FROM BECOME WHAT 

WE HATE I 

IN THE EAST) WHOLE SYSTEMS OF MARTIAL ART 

AND SPIRITUALITY HAVE BEEN BUILT AROUND THE 

AWARENESS OF THE FUTILITY OF COUNTER-RESISTING 

EVIL, THOUGH DIFFERING IN DETAILJ THE BASIC 

ORIENTATION OF ALL OF THEM IS USING THE 

OPPONENTS OWN MOMENTUM AND ENERGY TO DISARM 

THAT PERSON WITH AS LITTLE INJURY AS POSSIBLE, 

WOMEN HAVE LONG KNOWN THROUGH CHILDBIRTH THAT 

TO TIGHTEN AGAINST THE PAIN MERELY INCREASES 

IT. To BE ABLE TO SURRENDER TO THE PAINJ 

TO ENTER ITS CORE BY BREATHING SLOWLY AND 
- . . . 

DEEPLY ) REDUCES THE PAIN OF THE CONTRACTIONS. 
. . 

OTHERS HAVE APPLIED THE SAME INSIGHT TO LIFE 

GENERALLY; INSTEAD OF TRYING TO FIGHT OFF 
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LONELINESS OR THE SHADOW THAT SCARES us ) TO 

INSTEAD ACCEPT ITJ BREATHE WITH ITJ TURN 

TOWARD ITJ OPEN-HANDED) AND GIVE IT LOVE) 

ACCEPTANCE AND THE POSSIBILITY OF GRACIOUS 

TRANSFORMATION, 

NOT ONLY DOES LOVING OUR ENEMY KEEP US FROM 

BECOMING LIKE OUR ENEMY) BUT THE FACT IS THAT 

BY LOVING OUR ENEMY) WE CAN ACTUALLY FIND 

GOD IN OUR ENEMY--FOR GOD IS THERE AS MUCH 

AS GOD IS WITHIN US. 

IN THE STORY OF THE GOOD SAMARITAN WHICH JESUS 
. . 

TOLD) THAT' S WHAT HAPPENED, THE JEW WHO WAS 

HURT AND LEFT TO-DIE IN THE DITCH FOUND GOD 

IN THE SAMARITAN AND IN THAT DAY AND AGE THERE 

WERE NO GREATER ENEMIES THAN THE JEWS AND 

THE SAMARITANS. AND THE SAMARITAN FOUND GOD 

IN THE JEW. To PUT IT ANOTHER WAY J WE MAY 

VERY WELL MEET JESUS IN THE PROCESS OF LOVING 

OUR ENEMIES) FOR JESUS IS ALSO IN OUR ENEMIES. 

FURTHERMORE) THERE ARE TIMES TOO WHEN WE NEED 

TO HEAR THE MESSAGE THAT OUR ENEMIES HAVE 

FOR US AND IF WE ONLY HATE THEM WE WILL NOT 

HEAR WHAT THEY HAVE TO SAY WHICH· CAN BE FOR 

OUR GOOD. OUR ENEMIES PRESENT US WITH 
. . 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR SPIRITUAL GROWTH. 

SOMETIME AGO I ATTENDED A MEETING AND AS IT 

AS NEARING ITS ENDJ A MAN IN THE AUDIENCE 

STOOD UP AND BEGAN HARANGUING THE GROUP ON 

-
--

•• H 

·---.. ... .  
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WHAT IT SHOULD BE DOING AND WAS NOT DOING, 

I ASKED WHO THE PERSON WASJ AND THE PERSON 

NEXT TO ME SAID, "OH HE' S ALWAYS DOING THAT. 
. 

. . 

JUST A JERK WHO' S ALWAYS TRYING TO STIR UP 
. . 

TROUBLE, " I LISTENED CAREFULLY TO HIM AND 

HE WAS UNDOUBTEDLY A JERKJ BUT HE ALSO HAPPENED 

TO BE RIGHT IN WHAT HE WAS SAYING, HE WAS 

THE ONLY PERSON IN THE ROOM WHO CAME TO GRIPS 

WITH THE REAL PROBLEM THAT ALL THE REST OF 

US WERE POLITELY EVADING, HE WAS TELLING 

US SOME THINGS WE NEEDED VERY MUCH TO HEAR. 

THERE ARE TIMES WHEN OUR ENEMIES MAY BE 

MESSENGERS OF GOD TELLING US A TRUTH WE NEED 

TO HEAR. 

To LOVE OUR ENEMIES IN THE SENSE THAT JESUS 

SUGGESTED DOES NOT ME.AN THAT WE WI LL NEC ES SAR I LY 

BECOME CLOSE FRIENDS WITH THEM. RATHER IT 

MEANS TO GO FARTHER THAN THE USUAL TRIBAL 

MORALITY THAT LOVES ONLY THOSE WHO LOVE US, 

OR ONLY THOSE WHO ARE MEMBERS OF OUR OWN 

GROUP. To LOVE OUR ENEMIES MEANS TO LOVE 

THE UNLOVELY, THE OUTCAST, THE GUILTYJ AND 

IN so DOING, WE WILL BE LOVING Gon. 

REMEMBER THE PARABLE OF THE SHEEP AND THE 

GOATS WHICH JESUS TOLD? HE SAID THAT ONE 
. . . 

DAY BEFORE GOD WOULD BE GATHERED ALL THE 
. . . 

NATIONS AND THAT GOD WOULD SAY TO SOME, "COME 

0 BLESSED, INHERIT THE KINGDOM PREPARED FOR 

\ 
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YOU FROM THE FOUNDATION OF THE WORLD: FOR 

I WAS HUNGRY AND YOU GAVE ME FOOD J I WAS 

THIRST AND YOU GAVE ME DRINKJ I WAS A 

STRANGER AND YOU WELCOMED MEJ I WAS NAKED 

AND YOU CLOTHED ME, I WAS SICK AND IN PRISON 

AND YOU CAME TO ME. " AND THEY WILL ASK J 

"LORDJ WHEN DID WE SEE THEE HUNGRY AND FEED 

THEE, OR THIRSTY AND GIVE THEE DRINK? AND 

WHEN DID WE SEE THEE A STRANGER AND WELCOME 

THEE J OR NAKED AND CLOTHE THEE? AND WHEN 

DID WE SEE YOU SICK OR IN PRISON AND VISIT 

THEE?" AND GOD WILL SAY, "As YOU DID IT UNTO 

ONE OF THE LEAST OF THESE MY BROTHERS AND 

SISTERS J YOU DID IT UNTO ME. " 

LOVE YOUR ENEMIES, SAID JESUS J PRAY FOR THOSE 
. . 

WHO PERSECUTE YOU. IN SO DOING YOU CAN FIND 

GOD EVEN IN YOUR ENEMIES. AMEN. 

.. 


