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Matthew 5:38-48 

 

 

 Way back when I was in seminary and taking my first preaching classes, I 

learned an invaluable lesson.  And it was – focus on the people in the room who feed 

you while you preach.  Which means – focus on the people who are giving you feedback 

facially and emotionally.  You can tell who they are just by looking – their presence, 

their connection with you will feed you as you preach.   

 

 And that is so true, because the opposite are people who are distracted – 

whispering to somebody next to them, looking down at their bulletin (or worse, their 

cell phone), or counting the wood on the ceiling.  I’m telling you, even while I’m 

preaching, and my eyes light on somebody like that – even while I’m preaching in my 

mind I’m thinking “why am I not reaching them?” 

 

 It’s funny.  This week I ran across a story from Tony Campolo where he talked 

about getting up in the pulpit to preach and he started and glanced to the section on 

the right, and right there, big as life was a woman with a deep scowl on her face, 

directed right at him.  So, what did he do?  Turned his focus to the left hand side of the 
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congregation – and lo and behold, right into the face of another scowler.  So for the rest 

of the sermon, he spoke to the people in the center section! 

 

 Oh friends, pastors like to be liked, and we like to know that what we say 

connects with our listeners and engages them.  We don’t like to look at scowling faces.  

Some days that’s easier than others.  On days like Christmas and Easter, where it’s all 

good news, you’re generally not going to see scowlers. 

 

 Oh, but on days like today – yikes!  Even the most kind-hearted might find 

themselves scowling at Jesus’ tremendously challenging words.  In fact, one person 

wrote that, “At one point in his preaching career, Jesus had more than five thousand 

followers, but when He preached one particular sermon, He alienated all but twelve of 

them.  It was the sermon in which He spelled out the cost of discipleship.”  (Tony 

Campolo, Let Me Tell You a Story, p. 98)   It was this sermon today, the lesson which is 

the Sermon on the Mount.  Apparently, it was just too much for all of them. 

 

 It is pretty challenging – no, strike that, it is very challenging.  Turn the other 

cheek, give and give and give some more, and love your enemies.  It is so challenging 

that one famous author once wrote these words:  “For some reason, the most vocal 

Christians among us never mention Matthew 5.  But often, with tears in their eyes, 

they demand that the Ten Commandments be posted in public buildings.  And, of 
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course, that’s Moses, not Jesus.  I haven’t heard one of them (he continues) demand 

that the Sermon on the Mount, the Beatitudes, be posted anywhere.  ‘Blessed are the 

merciful’ in the courtroom?  ‘Blessed are the peacemakers in the Pentagon?” (Kurt 

Vonnegut) 

 

 You see, we live in a world that demands power and control – in these words in 

Matthew Jesus speaks to us about relationship and vulnerability – and he makes us 

uncomfortable.  What he asks us to do seems too much. 

 

 So what do we do with his words?  Well, over the years we’ve tended to do one of 

two things.  We’ve tended to “idealize” them, put them on some sort of spiritual 

pinnacle, and say, “well, of course, that’s how Jesus was, and he was perfect, and we 

know we could never do what he did.” 

 

 Or, we say, well, we know that’s how we’re supposed to be, and we’ll try hard to 

do our best, but God will forgive us when we fall short.  It’s sort of our escape clause. 

 

 But friends, Jesus was serious when he said these words.  As one writer put it, 

“We are always being called by Jesus to be more than we thought we could and invited 
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to claim our identity as God’s chosen and beloved people.” (On-line, “Working 

Preacher, David Lose)     

 

And we’re meant to take them seriously, we’re meant to live them – even though 

they’re hard, and even though they are very counter-cultural, especially in these days 

in which we live. 

 

Now, if you’ve ever heard a sermon on Matthew 5 before, you’ve probably heard 

each of these commands explained in terms of what they meant in Jesus’ day and 

time.  How turning the other cheek was a way of disarming your attacker, rather than 

striking back.  How giving your cloak as well as your coat, again, was a way of 

shaming the person taking from you.  And how going the second mile made the person 

who made you do it embarrassed (because the law only allowed for one mile).   

 

You see, what Jesus was saying in each of these things is deal with them 

peacefully and thoughtfully, not with hostility or anger or a need for power.  So what 

appears on the outside to look like weakness, is actually strength – strength of 

character, strength of will, strength of faith. 
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Oh, but it’s hard to do, isn’t it.  It’s hard to turn the other cheek when someone 

hurts you – it’s so much easier to strike right back.  It’s hard to take the high road, the 

faith-filled road, when the world eggs you on to be otherwise. 

 

Friends, truth be told, the world we live in today is sadly, a “my way or the 

highway,” “looking out for number one,” “an eye for an eye,” kind of world.  We see it 

on a national level, an international level, and even in our own little corner of the 

world.  Whatever happened to caring more about each other than being better than 

others?  Whatever happened to giving people the benefit of the doubt rather than 

always being suspicious?  Whatever happened to working together instead of always 

having to be one up on everybody else, or not even trying to compromise?  When did 

we start seeing people who have different opinions than us as the enemy, instead of 

just people with different opinions?  How have we gotten to the place where we have 

become so mean-spirited? 

 

Perhaps it was when we stopped taking Jesus’ seriously, stopped trying to really 

do what he asks us to do.   

 

Friends, as followers of Jesus Christ, we are called to be agents of change in the 

world.  We are called to be light in a world of darkness.  Martin Luther King once said, 
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“Darkness cannot drive out darkness.  Only light can.  Hate cannot drive out hate.  

Only love can.”   

 

And believe it or not, you and I living the kind of lives Christ asks us to live 

here can have a ripple effect.  Like a little pebble thrown into a lake moves out in 

circles far beyond itself – our actions, too, can do that.  Perhaps each of us living as 

Jesus asks us to live in Matthew 5 can ripple out and change others. 

 

It can happen.  We’ve seen it happen.  Just a few days ago, I was moved to tears 

after seeing a video of hundreds of elementary school children putting flowers in front 

of Delaware State Police Troop 2 in memory of Corporal Ballard, who was killed.  It 

was a touching way to remember the life of one who gave his all – and how he 

mattered. 

 

Contrast that to the ugly sentiments posted all over social media in the 

aftermath of that tragedy.  What good did they serve?  How did mean-spirited posts 

help in any way? 

 

Or I think about those few members of Congress who consistently try to cross 

the aisle and bridge the seemingly intractable gap between the political parties.  
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Believe me, doing that may not bring them votes from their constituents, but they 

seem to see the bigger picture that Jesus talks about.  It’s not always about winning, 

it’s about working together, treating each other with dignity and respect. 

 

You know, the other night I was at a birthday dinner for my sister-in-law and 

we were sharing family stories, and at one point, I told my brother Adam about a day 

he had taught me a lesson I will never forget.  Adam and Linda were living in Florida, 

and Linda, who’s an aerospace engineer, was working with NASA.  You remember 

when John Glenn went up in a shuttle?  Well, they got us VIP tickets to watch the 

shuttle launch.   

 

So, there we are, as close up as anybody could be, and the countdown was on, 

and Adam (who had seen a number of shuttle launches already), turned to me and 

said, “Don’t take any pictures.  I’ll take the pictures.  You watch the launch, because if 

you’re concentrating on taking pictures, you’ll miss the whole thing.”   

 

I’ve have never forgotten that.  And I still try to remember it, when my instinct 

is to grab a camera and record something, I’ll fight it in order to be present in the 

moment – fully present – and see the real pictures – the real experience. 
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Well, in many ways, I think that’s what Jesus is talking about.  See the whole 

picture, don’t just see the world through your vantage point.  Try to understand what 

others are going through, without judging.  Try to see their point of view, their joys, 

their sorrows.  Care about them, instead of trying to be better than them, or have 

control over them. 

 

Is it easy?  Absolutely not, but Jesus never said it would be easy to be his 

disciple.  But it is the way of love, the way of hope, and the only way the world will 

change. 

 

One day, an Episcopal priest in Houston, went to visit the children in the pre-

school his church ran.  He says that he never knew what the kids would say to him – 

some would run to give him a hug, some would smile, others would ask questions.  

Well, this one day, he was stopped by a little one who looked at his clerical collar and 

asked, “Why do you dress so funny?” 

 

He said, “Well, I am a priest and this is my uniform, so to speak.  The way a 

doctor wears a white coat and a stethoscope, a fireman wears a uniform and so on; and 

this is what I wear.”  And then the little girl pointed to his collar and said, “Well, 

what’s that?  It looks like it would hurt!”  He told her it was his collar, it was made out 

of plastic, and he took it off.  He told her she could even touch the embossed letters on 
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the back of the collar.  And while she was doing so, he said, “Do you know what those 

letters read?”  And she said, “Yes, of course I do!  Kills ticks and fleas for up to six 

months!”  (On-line, “How Do You Love Thee?” The Rev. Dr. Russell Levenson, 2/19/17) 

 

Well, the priest got a big laugh out of that, but later wrote, “What we wear on 

the outside says a great deal about who we are on the inside.”  Likewise, “who we are 

on the outside says a great deal about who we are on the inside.” 

 

And he is so right, as Jesus tries to tell us in this lesson.  Who we are, how we 

act in this world, says everything about who we are on the inside, says everything 

about what we believe in our heart.  So, if people have been watching you recently, 

what have they seen?  Do they know from what you say, how you act, what you post on 

social media, the One in whom you say you believe?  Do they know you’re a Christian 

by your love? 

 

Imagine what would happen if we, just in this church, decided to take Jesus 

seriously, and turn the other cheek, go the extra mile, give and give some more, and 

love our enemies.  Imagine the attention we might draw, and the potential that we 

might start something – something good. 
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The hymn that we’re going to sing at the end of the service says it all – “let 

there be peace on earth, and LET IT BEGIN WITH ME.”  Friends, let our prayer today 

be, in all these things to which Jesus calls us, “Lord, let it begin with me.”  May it be 

so. 

      Amen. 

 

 

 


