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25th May 2008 
HOW ARE YOUR REACTIONS?
Readings:  Leviticus 19:9-18;  Matthew 5:35-45
Sue and I both have ageing mothers. And we’ve come to the conclusion that getting old isn’t much fun. One of the first faculties to go as you get older is the speed of your reactions. I used to play squash but, in middle age, I’d hate to think how slow my reaction would be now to a fast ball going down the backhand wall. Nowadays too, I try to drive the car slower because I know my reactions aren’t as sharp as they were.

Someone once said “A Christian is known, not by his actions, but by his reactions”. 
And here in our New Testament reading Jesus talks about reactions. Not about the speed of them but about their type and quality. Not about our reactions to moving objects but to the people around us. The passage is so familiar that we almost know the words off by heart. And with that familiarity their impact and bite are easily lost. But when Jesus spoke these words they were the most radical his audience had ever heard. I remember visiting a man in hospital who told me, “Of course, I live in accordance with the Sermon on the Mount”. I thought at the time that, if he really did, how dramatically different his life would be from those all around him. 

The first words we read here are, “You’ve heard it said ....” This is Jesus’ subtle way of saying “The Pharisees state this...” Now, because Jesus criticised the Pharisees, we tend to see them in a very bad light but in fact they were outstanding in practising their religion. They were outstanding in doing good deeds, in attending worship, in studying Scripture, in practising prayer, in self-discipline and in evangelism. But Jesus tells us that, as his followers, we must be better than the Pharisees. 

His main criticism of them was that they’d changed the meaning of the Old Testament. He announced, “You’ve heard it said, ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’.” This phrase is indeed in the Old Testament. Because of it the Pharisees taught that if anyone hit you, you were entitled to follow your natural reaction and hit them back. But in the Old Testament this rule was used solely as a judgment in a court of law – and then only in the most serious cases. 

So Jesus told his audience, “No, no. The Pharisees have got it wrong. ‘An eye for an eye’ doesn’t refer to day-to-day living. If you really want to obey God’s law, if you really want to be my disciples, then your reactions must be totally different from those around you.” And he gives three examples. First of all, “If someone strikes you on the right cheek, offer him the other one also.” Now, for someone to hit you on the right cheek they must either use their left hand or slap you with the back of their right hand. In Jewish law a slap with the back of the hand is doubly insulting. And a slap is what Jesus indicated here. 

Here’s a modern example: Sam is an Ipswich Town supporter. His team have travelled to Norwich and beaten them 2-1, with a goal in the last minute. In the pub afterwards he’s having a couple of pints with his mates when a Norwich fan, who’s obviously drunk too much, sees Sam’s Ipswich shirt, and slaps him across the face. Now Sam’s a big bloke and goes to the gym 3 times a week. His face stings badly. Instinctively he raises his fist. His mates know exactly what’s going to happen next. They’ve seen Sam do it before. He’s going to knock the Norwich supporter right across the pub. And a mass brawl will break out. But, just as Sam’s about to bring his fist down, he remembers something. For 6 weeks now his girlfriend’s been dragging him to something called an Alpha Course. Meanwhile the Norwich fan sways on his feet thinking that he can possibly duck the oncoming blow. Then a strange thing happens which makes him immediately sober up. He hears Sam whisper, “Don’t be daft, mate. Let me buy you an orange juice. 6 weeks ago I’d have knocked you into next week but now my reactions have changed. Let me tell you why.”
Jesus’ second example involves someone who is being aggressively sued for a debt. Jesus says, “If you’re sued for your tunic, offer to give your cloak as well”.  So here’s a modern illustration: Jane’s off to settle an outstanding bill she owes to the manager of a shop which is closing down. “I’ve come to pay you what I owe,” she says cheerily. “About time too.”  He replies angrily. “I’m going to sue you for the interest you owe me. I tell you what, give me that Liberty scarf you’re wearing and I’ll forget the interest.” Jane is totally taken aback. But somehow she remembers what she’s been studying in her home group. And she softly replies, “You obviously feel badly about my late payment. To make up I’ll not only give you my scarf but I’ll give you my Burberry coat as well. The shopkeeper was staggered by her reaction.
Jesus’ third example involves a rule that infuriated the Jews of his day. He said, “If someone forces you to go a mile then offer to go 2 miles”. The Roman army occupied Israel and, at any time, they could demand a Jew to carry military equipment for a mile. So here’s what Jesus was driving at: Solly lived in Jerusalem in the 1st Century. He was upset. The previous day a couple of Roman soldiers had taken perverse pleasure in making him carry a couple of heavy helmets for a mile. He had reacted badly which had made the soldiers laugh even more. Today he was walking in another part of the city but, to his horror, the same two soldiers spotted him again. “Oh Solly,” they shouted, “we’ve got a couple of spears we need carrying up to the Temple.” Solly’s heart sank. He knew he was trapped. But the previous afternoon he’d heard a new, young preacher speak about a different way of reacting to people. He decided to take a new tack with the soldiers. “Delighted to help.” He shouted back. “In fact, if you want me to take them further, I’ve got time to do it.” “You’re very cheerful today,” they commented. “Well,” he replied, “I heard a young preacher yesterday ….”

If you mention the reactions of Sam, Jane and Solly to the man in the street he’d tell you they were mad. “What mugs they were behaving like that. Sam should have hit the drunk back. Jane should have counter-sued. And Solly should have run away or fought back”. But these are the reactions of the World. They only make things worse. Jesus’ way brings 3 benefits:- 
1. It brings immediate peace to a potential conflict. 
2. It shows the unbeliever a new and better way. 
3. It opens up the possibility of sharing the Christian faith.
Thinking of which, here’s a true story: a young soldier came back to his sleeping quarters. Seeing that there was nobody around he knelt by his bed and began to pray. He didn’t hear the door open but he certainly felt the pain his head when his sergeant threw both his heavy boots at him and then stormed out. But when the sergeant returned he found both boots neatly tucked under his bed; beautifully polished. He’d never experienced a reaction like this. It wasn’t long before the sergeant became a Christian too.

Next, in this passage, we see Jesus state, “You’ve heard it said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’” This time the Pharisees have added words that were never there in the text. They have misquoted the Old Testament passage we have heard read this morning. “Hate your enemy” is certainly not there;  nor is it in the whole Bible. The Pharisees just stuck it in to give them an excuse to hate all Gentiles. “But”, Jesus goes on, “I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” When was the last time you prayed for an enemy of yours? This is tough teaching.
John Stott, the great Bible commentator, writes this: “It is impossible to pray for someone without loving him, and impossible to go on praying for him without discovering that our love for him grows and matures. We must not, therefore, wait before praying for an enemy until we feel some love for him in our heart.  We must begin to pray for him before we are conscious of loving him, and we shall find our love breaks first into bud, then into blossom.”
Jesus says that if we simply love those who love us we shall be just like anyone else. Anyone can do that. But he wants us to be special. He wants us to be like our Heavenly Father who sends the sun and the rain on everyone without partiality. Not like the children’s verse which goes: “The rain it raineth on the just and on the unjust fella. But it raineth more upon the just coz the unjust’s got the just’s umbrella!”
If we’re honest, we’ll realise that these instructions Jesus gives us here go completely against the grain; completely opposite to our natural reactions. We want to say, “These are risky things to ask us to do. Sam could have been laughed at by his mates or the drunk could have hit him back. Jane could have lost her coat as well as her scarf. The soldiers could have really taken advantage of Solly and made him walk 5 miles. And to love your neighbour, you’re on to a hiding to nothing!” Yes, these are risky things to do but to shine Jesus’ light into this World he asks us to take risks. He himself took a tremendous risk going to the Cross. Peter told him not to and got a withering reply. We have to be very brave to obey the rules he lays down here. If we’ve done someone wrong and refuse to do something about it; if there’s a neighbour who we don’t talk to; if someone has really upset us; what are we going to do about it? If we do nothing, can we really call ourselves his disciples?

Watchman Nee was a well known Chinese evangelist but many people abused him because of his faith. But those who did hate him and did him harm often used to open their front door in the morning to find a present on their doorstep – some fruit or a piece of clothing. Watchman Nee had passed that way earlier. When was the last time we gave a present to someone who hates us?
To obey these instructions takes courage. Sometimes more courage than we think we can bear. A friend of mine who runs a Bible Study in Albuquerque, New Mexico told me this the other day. “We had just reached the end of our study on “forgiveness” last night when I noticed that a newer member of the group had said nothing throughout the evening. He is a quiet man anyway and always wears dark glasses. I asked if everything was OK. He replied, ‘I have a real problem with forgiveness. You see, 14 years ago I married my wife and soon afterwards we a son. Soon after that she left me for another man. That man then killed my son. Are you asking me to forgive the man who stole my wife and killed my son?’” My friend wisely replied that he couldn’t begin to understand that sort of pain but somehow he must try and pray for that man who’d done him so much harm.
And lastly, was Jesus the sort of man who would give us instructions and not put them into practice himself? Was he a hypocrite? How were his reactions? At his trial soldiers slapped him across his cheek and he didn’t fight back. At his trial again they stripped him of his clothes and left him naked. After he was sentenced he was forced to carry his own Cross until he fainted. On the Cross itself, even when writhing in agony, he prayed for his enemies. “Father, forgive them for they don’t know what they’re doing”. 

As in all things he is our example. As in all things he has shown us the way. As in all things he has shown us how to react.  

