COME UP HIGHER:  When People Spit on your Face – Part I (vv. 43-44)
Matthew 5:43-48

+++

Introduction
Sometimes, but not often, the essence of a person’s life can be summed up in one sentence.  As Larry Schwartz of ESPN points out in an article on the Web, that is certainly true of Jackie Robinson, the first African-American to play baseball with the majors with the Dodgers.  He put the essence of his life in this sentence:

“A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives.”

Robinson’s life lived out this important truth.  Remember, this is 1945.  Very few blacks are playing in major roles in this nation.  When he ran out onto the field with the Dodgers, he was cursed, called names and was spat upon.  His wife, in the stands, had to endure cruel remarks around her as she watched her husband try to play baseball under slurs and even death threats.  Now Robinson was a natural man.  He was aggressive, outraged at injustice.  He said no when ordered to the back of the bus in the army.  He was prone to fight back instead of holding back.  But that is what he had to do to win this thing when he ran onto the field in 1945.  Schwartz gives us a shorthand version of a fateful conversation in August of 1945 between the Dodger’s president, Branch Rickey and Robinson:
Rickey: "I know you're a good ballplayer. What I don't know is whether you have the guts." 

Robinson: "Mr. Rickey, are you looking for a Negro who is afraid to fight back?" 

Rickey, exploding: "Robinson, I'm looking for a ballplayer with guts enough not to fight back." 

Schwartz goes on to write in his article that “This unwritten pact between two men would change the course of a country.  Baseball might only be a game, but in the area of black and white, it often is a leader.”


How do you deal with people who spit in your face?  With a life that has guts enough not to fight back, at least with evil for evil.  You don’t fight fire with fire.  And you certainly don’t fight darkness with darkness.  You fight it with light.  You fight it with a life that glows from a core that goes out there and plays baseball so well that your play stops the jeers and brings on the cheers.



That is the message of Jesus to you and me today in these verses.  They are important verses with much to say about how to deal with enemies and why we deal with enemies the way we do.  Part I, on the how, this Sunday.  Part II, on the way, next Sunday.

No where in Leviticus will you find anything about hatred.  This is an inference on Jesus’ part from apparently rabbinical teaching.  Jesus raises the bar of living on how you respond from a life rooted in him with three actions:
1. When people spit in your face – love them.  V. 44
Now we are not talking about emotions here.  No, far from it.  You don’t have to like someone to love someone in Jesus’ frame of mind.  Remember, there are 4 words for love in the Greek language:  eros used for romantic love, phileo used for friendship, storge used for family love.  All of these hint at a love given and a love received.  But agape, the word Jesus uses here, hints at a love given despite the response.  In other words, agape is something you do, not primarily feel.  It is something you give, even when you don’t get it in return.  It is a verb here, an act despite how you feel. 

A prime example of this can be found in the life of a catholic nun by the name of Therese of Lisieux.  She formulated a specific approach to life and living she called “The Little Way.”  Simply put it was this:  To seek out the menial job, to welcome unjust criticisms, to befriend those who annoy us, to help those who are ungrateful.  In essence:  to love one’s enemies.  (Enemies, by the way, in the Greek here when traced back to it’s root word means ‘outside.’  An enemy is one who is outside looking in and by drawing them in with love is no longer without, but within.  It is like Lincoln who said, “If I make of my enemy a friend, he no longer remains by enemy.”)  And so, she found a nun in her convent to practice her Little Way upon.  I’m reminded here of a reporter who was interviewing a monk in a monastery one day.  He said to him, “What is the hardest thing about being a monk?”  He expected a reply like, “The food” or “The silence” or “The lack of ability to do as one likes.”  He was surprised (and amused) when the monk replied, “Other monks.”  Anyway, she found a nun in her convent, a fellow sister nun, who in her uneducated way, in her conceited way, managed to irritate Therese in everything she did.  Here Therese stood.  Here was one who would spit in her face if she could and did in a variety of ways.  What did she do?  Instead of avoiding this person, she took the Little Way she espoused straight into the conflict.  She wrote of this experience:  “I set myself to treat her as if I loved her best of all.”  Therese succeeded so well in that practice of love that following her death this same sister declared to the other nuns:  “During her life, I made her really happy.”  

Way to go, Therese!  That is what Jesus is about.  When people spit in your face, find a way to love them.  You won’t want to!  It will not feel good!  But amazingly your life will glow, your life will sing, your life with speak volumes about who you are and the God you serve! It isn’t easy, but it is simple:  Just do the loving thing!  God will show you how and if you need an example, just follow in the footsteps of our Lord Jesus, when riled against he was silent, when spat upon he stood, when crucified he forgave.  Love is the most powerful force in the word.  It along with light and life can conquer any hatred, selfishness, darkness and dying.  Love your enemies!
2. When people spit in your face – do good to them. Vs. 44
Some manuscripts do not have “bless” and “do good” to your enemies.  But some MSS do.  With this in mind, I’d like us to look at this thought.  Immediately following the idea of love of enemy comes this use of word and deed in response to such enemies.  Insults are fascinating.  Some are just crass, but others are well thought out and witty.  Recently I received by email some insults slung at enemies.  Listen to some of them:
Winston Churchill, a master of insults, once said of an individual that they were a ‘modest little person, with much to be modest about.’  Clarence Darrow once said, “I have never killed a man, but I have red many obituaries with great pleasure.”  And William Faulkner, commenting on Ernest Hemingway said:  “He has never been known to use a word that might send a reader to the dictionary.”  One last one.  We return to Churchill.  A lady said of him, “If you were my husband, I’d give you poison.”  He responded by saying, “If you were my wife, I’d take it.”

How we use our words (and deeds) in response to enemies is worthy of a little comment here.  The word ‘bless’ above means literally to ‘praise someone.’  And the word ‘good’ literally means ‘winsome.’  There are two ways to express ‘good’ in Greek.  The word agathos relates a good that benefits someone or something.  But the word kalos, used here, means a good that draws people to it like iron to a magnate.  When people spit in your face say something or do something that will win them over to your side. Sometimes it works and sometimes the result is not what we anticipate.  The story is told of a young man determined to win the affection of a lady who refused to even talk to him anymore.  He decided that the way to her heart was through the mail, so he began writing her love letters.  He wrote a love letter every day to this lady.  Six, seven times a week she received a love letter from him.  When she didn’t respond, he increased his letter writing to three love notes every 24 hours.  In all, he wrote her more than 700 letters.  She wound up marrying the postman.
What does love look like?  That question is answered by Augustine when he wrote:  “It has hands to help others, feet to hasten to the poor and needy, eyes to see misery and want, ears to hear the sighs and sorrow of men.  That is what love looks like.”

Love blesses and does good!

One last point,
3. When people spit in your face – pray for them.  V. 44
Many of you, I’m sure, are familiar with the name Fulton Oursler.  Oursler was the author of The Greatest Story Ever Told which spoke in terms the common man could understand about the impact of the life of the greatest person who has ever lived:  Jesus.His son, Fulton Oursler, Jr., lost his father when he was only 19 years of age.  He was close to his father, especially close during the last years of his life.  In Guideposts magazine he wrote about his experience with his father.  He was looking through his personal effects and beside his bed he found a notebook in the drawer.  As he flipped through it, he saw pages consisting of nothing but names written in his favorite green ink.  First came family names, then friends, then those who had gone on to glory.  Then there was a blank page followed by a list of some 20 names or more, many of which he did not recognize.  He showed the strange book to his mother.  “Oh, that was his prayer book,” she said.  “Every night, before he turned out the light, he opened that book, put his finger on each name and prayed in silence.  “But who are these?” he asked, pointing to the final list.  “Oh, those,” his mother said, “those were people who had hurt him,” she said.
When we pray, we love.  When we love, we pray.  Here is the foundation for ability to love.  It is the fuel to love.  Such prayer can do two things:

a. It might just change them.  Think about the stoning of Stephen.  Here was a man being stoned for his beliefs about Jesus and many stood around watching, some even holding the cloaks of those throwing stones.  Stephen prayed for them as they stoned him, much as Jesus prayed for those crucifying him.  One man stood holding a cloak.  His name?  Saul.  We know him better as Paul, the later apostle.  Sometimes our prayers can change our enemies.
b. More often than not though, our prayers can change us.  They bring us in touch with a God who can energize our prayers.  And hence, they change our hearts, they change us!
When we pray, we love.  When we love, we pray!  When people spit in your face – pray for them!

Conclusion
Love your enemies!  Bless them!  Do good to them!  Pray for them!   That is the idea!
Dietrich Bonhoeffer once wrote these instructive lines about the power of love to conquer evil:  “The only way to overcome evil is to let it run itself to a standstill because it does not find the resistance it is looking for.  Resistance merely creates further evil and adds fuel to the flames.  But when evil meets no opposition and encounters no obstacles but only patient endurance, its sting is drawn, and at last it meets an opponent which is more than its match.”   
 This thought is stated beautifully in a poem by Edward Markam: 

He drew a circle that shut me out,
Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.
But Love and I had the wit to win,
We drew a circle that took him in. 

And so, Jesus gives you the gift of a circle as you leave this place.  It is powerful.  Use it well and win.  Draw your circles this week, big circles of love.  Amen.
