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“I Have Seen the Enemy & He is Me”

Acts 16:16-40

May 16, 2004


Does it seem to you that our world is becoming increasingly violent? Any historian would be quick to point out that historically this planet has always been a violent place, and some periods in our human history make this time pale in it’s violence. But we don’t live then, we live now. In the twentieth century alone we have had two world wars and numerous other horrific conflicts that have taken thousands of lives. And just in the last several decades we have seen numerous countries wage ethnic cleansing campaigns that threaten to parallel the atrocities committed by the Nazi on the Jews. I have no doubt that the first part of the twenty-first century will become known as the age of terrorism.


What is happening? In this age of sophistication, scientific and medical achievements why does it seem that we are just as prone to barbaric acts as the cave men? Because we are! Hidden beneath our fine clothes and cultured ways is a still primitive inclination to cruelty.

John Calvin struggled with these same questions 400 years ago and came to the conclusion that human beings are totally depraved, completely incapable of avoiding evil. Under the control of sin, spiritually dead to God, blind to his wisdom and unable to change, completely evil and without hope, predestined for hell.


I think he was having a really bad day when he came up with that idea. Or maybe Calvin was one of those people who always saw the glass half-empty. Fortunately another guy came along about a hundred years later to modify Calvin’s statement of total depravity. Jacobus Arminius agreed with Calvin that sin is definitely rampant in the lives of all humans, but he argued that sin is not out of our control. Sick we are, yes, and certainly near-sighted on our own desires and seeing God only vaguely, but still capable of obeying God, repenting of our sins and believing God’s word. Arminius argued that we are not totally evil and sin does not have a stranglehold on our actions. We have a free will and can choose to love God, be obedient and do good.

Both predestination and free will are biblical and do not conflict with each other. God has a perfect plan for your life, but he also respects your ability to choose to follow that plan, being obedient, or go your own way.


Proverbs 22:6 says, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.” Please note that the proverb does not say a thing about when they are teenagers. During the teen years the hormones are raging and the drive to be our own person, breaking away from our family ties, overshadows even our good upbringing.

Actually “teenagerism” is a modern condition. In bible times a teenager was an adult, was on his own making a living or married and raising children. The conflict between social status and internal drives didn’t exit as it does today. 

Some of you sitting out there right now were just horrible teens, drove your poor parents crazy. And some of you were hardly any trouble at all. Probably the only difference between you is that you “good guys” were either too afraid to rock the boat or so slick at rocking it that you didn’t get caught or push it too far. I was the latter kind and my brother has spent most of his life in the water.

I absolutely believe that proverb! I am absolutely convinced that when we parents make as a high priority the raising of our children in the church and in the Bible those kids will grow up to make us proud. They will not be perfect, any more than we are not perfect, but they will turn out pretty good, sometimes a lot better that we have.


Isaiah 59 begins “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too short to save, nor his ear too dull to hear. But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear”. Jeremiah 17:9 says “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” In Romans 3 Paul said “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”.


These verses and others speak of our obvious tendency toward rebellion against God. Left to our own devices we have a strong tendency toward hurtful, even sadistic acts. It should not be surprising to discover the kinds of things that have happened at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. What makes them even worse for us Christians is that one of the young men accused of the atrocities defended his actions by claiming ignorance of the Geneva Convention rules on prisoner’s rights as the gold cross around his neck sparkled in the camera lights. Christian inhumanity and violence is what that image proclaimed to the world!

Christians are not the only ones guilty of inhumane acts. Muslim activists, Jewish radicals, IRA bombers, Buddhist militants and Hindus extremists to name just a few, have slaughtered thousands in the name of God and revenge. Whatever the label, human beings commit atrocities that horribly disappoint our Creator.


What are we to do? How are you to be different? What can each of us do that will show the world that humans can be a lot better than what they have seen? In our reading for today we see Paul and Silas living out Jesus’ mandate to turn the other cheek. Paul’s actions to cast out the deceptive spirit in the slave girl caused her owners to trump up charges against them, stir up the crowd to violence and eventually persuade the officers of the law to flog them and jail them. There is no evidence in the story to indicate that Paul or Silas tried to fight back.


But, the story doesn’t stop there. When Paul and Silas are finally released they refuse to go meekly. Instead they confront the injustice by calling it what it was and demanding the officers in charge apologize. Again they were following the lead of their master. Jesus always advocated avoiding the eye for an eye response to injustice, but he also always called an injustice an injustice right to the face of the ones committing the injustice. Len Sweet calls that “non-violent direct action”.


Non-violent direct action might look like this. We see an abuse going on that we know is absolutely contrary to God’s will because it is hurtful, unfair, even inhumane. As human being we have a choice, we can keep silent and mind our own business, or we can speak out. As Christians we don’t have a choice. We cannot remain silent and be obedient to our Lord.


During the rise of Hitler a German pastor by the name of Martin Niemoller watched as the Nazi tyranny committed atrocities around him. This is what he later said about his own inaction. “First they came for the communists, and I did not speak out because I was not a communist; Then they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out because I was not a socialist; Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionist; Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew; Then they came for me and there was no one left to speak out for me.”


Jesus said first turn the other cheek when you have been offended. Then Jesus showed us that in every situation we must call injustice what it is and stand up against those who abuse others. And finally Jesus warned us that there would come a time when the only answer to cruelty, when the only option to resisting tyranny in order to begin healing the afflicted would be the sword.

In Matthew 10 when Jesus said “I did not come to bring peace but a sword” he was acknowledging that this world we live in is a terribly fallen place and it will often be necessary to turn the other cheek  Just as frequently we will be faced with the need to publicly call injustice what it is. And sometimes only the sword can put a stop to the evil that devastates human rights and freedom.

A Christian cannot, must not sit by and watch a Saddam Hussein commit atrocities on any people, even his own people. Nor can a Christian sit back and allow his own countrymen to commit the same atrocities on prisoners of war. The good news is that the Iraqi people are screaming bloody murder at the things done in Abu Ghraib prison. Saddam Hussein used that prison for much worse atrocities but they kept their eyes closed and their mouths shut for fear they would be next. I think that’s progress.


Why do we find it so easy to slip into beastly behavior? Certainly because that beastly behavior lies just below the surface of all us sinners. But maybe it’s also because we get sucked into thinking of others not as individuals but as groups, as types, or stereotypes instead of people just like us.


I attended seminary in Memphis Tennessee. Memphis is right in the heart of racial stress in America. Every school child knows that it was in Memphis that Martin Luther King Jr. was killed. Memphis and its neighboring city Birmingham, Alabama were the hotbed of racial conflict in the late 60’s. Even today racial tensions are still high in Memphis.

I had the blessed fortune of spending my semester of seminary clinical service in a predominantly African American counseling service in a black community. I was one of three white students in a crowd of black faces. Every Tuesday night I would go and serve, and every Tuesday night I would come face to face with my socially inculcated prejudice toward people of color. What I was forced to see I hated and I would go home from those nights so troubled by the experience that I would swear to Sheila that I wasn’t going back the next Tuesday night. But God got me through that whole semester and in the process taught me a lesson I will never forget.

All human beings have the same fundamental dreams and desires and human needs. On the inside all human beings are the same. Skin color, facial shapes, hair textures, language, social patterns, religious preferences, all of these things camouflage the truth that all human beings are the same. The things that disappoint me disappoint my black neighbor. The dreams I have for my children and grandchildren are shared by my Moslem neighbor. We are different, but we are all the same.

It is ungodly, it is unchristian, it is a horrific sin against humanity and against God our Creator Father to think of people as objects or things. When we think that way people cease to have value and we are on the edge of doing to them things that make us less than human ourselves.


The kind of thinking that caused that young soldier at Abu Ghraib prison to abuse that prisoner is the same kind of thinking that prompted the beheading of Nick Berg. It is that same kind of thinking, seeing people as objects to be used or lesser beings, that causes us to become callused, prejudiced and hurtful. The change has to start here, in me and in you! Only then can we begin to apply Jesus teaching about confronting injustice. We must confront injustice in ourselves first. Isn’t this a perfect time in the history of the world for all disciples of Jesus to return to our God given humanity, and call others to come with us?

There is a risk of course. Paul and Silas found out that when people try to heal conflicts and build bridges they will be shot at from people on both sides of the street. But then don't you think that is what Jesus would do, regardless of the consequences? I have seen the enemy and the enemy is often me. But I can change that with God’s help. Amen.

