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“Building on the Rock”

(The teachings of Jesus)

#2: “Rights & Wrongs”

Matthew 5:38-42

June 24, 2007


Our children can often be a window into our own base natures. The other day I happened to be passing the playground as a large group of our kids was playing. We are on the summer schedule right now and many of the kids on that playground are children of our summer teachers. So that means that we have a number of older kids, 10 to 12 years old or so, mixed into the many little ones. As I passed I saw a big kid telling a little kid “the way it is”. He was doing it in body language and in words.

People, since the dawn of time, have operated under the proposition “Might makes right”. If I have the ability to force my will upon you then I get to make the rules. I’m right, you are wrong. I may not actually be right, but my power makes my will law. Some of you may be working for someone like that right now.

There is another ancient proposition, “Lex Talionis”. Our attorneys have translated that already, the law of retaliation. When Jesus said “You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth’” he was quoting from Exodus 21:24 which is the Bible’s version of the law of retaliation, a law that has been around a lot longer than our Bible. The reason we have always needed that kind of law is that our natural human instinct is more like a “face for an eye” than an eye for an eye. We might call that “Lex Scala”, the law of escalation. When someone hurts us our first impulse is to hurt them back and hurt them more than they hurt us.

If you have been in the least bit exposed to the news media you have seen some excellent examples of the law of escalation. Rockets launched from somewhere in Palestine kill civilians in Israel. Israel retaliates by destroying the town from which they believe the rockets came. Hamas responds with a suicide bomber who kills dozens. And the latest news is that the Palestinians are fighting each other. Hamas battles against Fatah, each one trying to escalate the violence on the other.

To retaliate may be man’s way, but it is not the Lord’s way! What are the defining characteristics of Jesus’ life and ministry? Commitment & sacrifice! Then what would Jesus want us to do? “Christian” means to be Christ-like. He wants us to be  committed to His way of dealing with people and prepared to sacrifice our own desires. These verses are about those very things, commitment and sacrifice.

Before we try to apply the Lord’s teachings I want you to remember something about Jesus’ teaching style. He often uses hyperbole to be sure we are paying attention. Hyperbole is exaggeration, it is the extreme. These verses are excellent examples of Jesus use of hyperbole.

Why would he use hyperbole here? Because it is our human tendency to use our authority or strength or even wisdom to squash those who seem a threat. Those actions may solve what we see as an immediate problem but they are also likely to destroy our Christian witness and any possibility of bringing someone else into the Kingdom. I may have the authority to force you to do something my way but if I use that authority instead of trying to persuade you I cripple my possibility of leading you into deeper commitment to the Lord. You may have the power to force someone to “do it because you said so”. But Jesus says when we use our power we cripple our witness.

I know what you are thinking, if I haven’t put you to sleep. I know because I have already thought it. I have the right to protect myself and my family. (My baseball bat on Bob’s head for instance.) I have the right to protect the things I have worked and paid for. (My Brinks security alarm and dead bolts.) I have the right to keep my stuff. Nobody has the right to take those from me! And I think we do have those rights, but Jesus says we must be careful that what we see as rights don’t stand in our way of living out our Christian faith. There is a delicate balance between our rights and our Christian actions.

Paul was no doubt thinking about these words of Jesus when he wrote to the Roman churches “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.” “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.” “Do not repay anyone evil for evil.” “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord.” (Romans 12:9, 14, 17-19) I really like that last part! Let God get even for you.

I think what Jesus and Paul are saying is that as Christians we do not have the rights others normally assume. We do not have the right of retaliation. Jesus uses the example of a slap. It will be rare for us to experience that kind of physical violence, but we might daily experience a slapping insult or a gut punch of rumors about us. Or we might experience what we feel is an insult when a newsletter article or announcement forgets to include us and our contribution. Or our boss or a co-worker takes credit for something we really did. When those kinds of slaps happen to us Jesus teaches that we are not to make a big deal out of it and certainly are not to slap back. God knows the truth. God will honor the truth and punish the offense in His own time and His own way.

Jesus says we also don’t have a right to our things. He uses the example of clothes. What Jesus is saying here is that we must not cling so tightly to our things that they own us or dominate our lives. Do you have a set of key on you? Pull them out for a moment. Look at them. What do they fit? A house, a car, an office, maybe a lock box, many possible things. Do you own those things? Or do those things own you? What Jesus is saying to us is that as Christians we must hold our possessions lightly, we must always be ready to share them with others. They came from God, they belong to God, we are caretakers and as caretakers we can enjoy them but we must be ready to share them.

In what seems another lifetime I grew orchids and belonged to an orchid growing club. One of our better growers had a large greenhouse in his back yard. And if you visited him he would be sure you went home with an orchid. If he had two plants of the same kind he would always give you the larger of the two. On the other hand we had members who just couldn’t turn loose of a single plant even if they had a dozen like it. Which of the two do you think was the most loved and respected?

One of the most valuable things we have is our time. That is why we value those things that save us time like cell phones and microwaves and email and on and on. But Jesus warns us that the time God has given us isn’t something that we should refuse to share.

This one was a hard thing for me to learn coming from the corporate work place to the pastorate. In the corporate world I had a lot of work that I was expected to do in a set time. So did everyone else. Most of us carried our load. Made or received our list of things to get done and got them done. But in the pastorate I discovered that my list and God’s list often did not match. Even today I have to be ready to completely change my time priorities. I have found that when I allow God to set my time priorities the other things will get done.

But what if someone puts on you a time consuming activity that could just as easily be done by someone else or even should be done by someone else? What do we do? We could complain. We could refuse if the person giving us the task isn’t the boss. We could do it reluctantly and grudgingly.  But Jesus says that we should take the task and do it beyond expectations, without griping, with a smile. Easy for Him to say!

And lastly Jesus tells us that a disciple of His will give to the one who asks and not turn away from the one who wants to borrow. I think Jesus is talking about resources and almost surely money. If there is one thing we feel we have a right to it is the money we work so hard to make. But here again Jesus says we should hold on to those resources with a light touch. A disciple of Jesus wouldn’t say “this is my money”. Instead he would say “this is our money Lord, what would you have me to do with it?”  Will this use of our money honor you? Would you want me to give some here? Am I properly investing our money? You see, as disciples of Christ we don’t really have a right to our money, it came from God, it belongs to God. Our job is to use it graciously and wisely.

Is it right for someone to hurt you? No. Is it right for someone to take your things? No. Is it right for someone to steal your time or misuse your money? No. Do we want to be right and be treated right? Sure, but as disciples of Jesus we want to be Christ-like more than we want to be right. We live by the principle of the cross. We are the best people in this world to show others a better way of living, God’s grace.

Jesus has just told us that we do not have the right to get even. He just told us that when people hurt us we do not have the right to hurt them back. That’s a hard teaching! Jesus has just told us that a disciple of His will be quick to share, generous with what God has given him. He has warned us that possessions can possess us. Hold them lightly!

And now the Lord ends this teaching with what may be the hardest lesson of all. Jesus says there will be people who abuse you, and people who demand much from you, and people who will ask for your time and resources. Some of them will love you but many of them will hate your guts. But as a disciple of His you do not have the right to hate them back. In fact it is your task as His disciple to show them your Master’s love. As Christians we place our Lord’s instructions before our rights. The next time someone abuses you, probably this week, think about what Jesus has taught you before you react.

Next week Jesus tells us what we should do when we find ourselves wounded by someone.

(Matthew 18:15-17 & 21-25)
