COME UP HIGHER:  When People Spit in Your Face – Part 2 (Vv. 45-48)
Matthew 5:45-48

+++

Introduction
Children say the funniest things and more often than not they speak the truth in love.  Like the father who was at the beach with his children when his four-year-old son ran up to him, grabbed his hand, and led him to the shore, where a seagull lay dead in the sand.  “Daddy, what happened to him?”  the boy asked.  “He died and went to Heaven,” the father replied.  The boy thought a moment and then said, “Did God throw him back down?”  But my all-time favorite is the one about the mother who was preparing pancakes for her sons, Kevin, 5, and Ryan, 3.  The boys began to argue over who would get the very first pancake.  Their mother saw an opportunity to teach a spiritual lesson here and so she said, “Boys, if Jesus were sitting here, he would say, “Let my brother have the first pancake.  I can wait.”  The boys sat silent for a moment, reflecting on what their mother just said, then Kevin, the 5 year old, turned to his younger brother  and said, “Ryan, you be Jesus first.”


Jesus encourages us in our text today to look like God, to “be Jesus first.”  Last week we looked at ways to love your enemies, those people in life who may spit in your face (so to speak).  But why?  Why love your enemies?  Why?  Jesus gives us three thoughts, all with the thought that when we love beyond the usual we look most like God in Christ.  



Let’s look at these three thoughts:

1. When you love your enemies you become ‘sons of your Father.’  (Vv. 44-45)

NKJ Matthew 5:44,45 "But I say to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.”
It is important that we note the wording here.  The phrase ‘sons of your father’ needs to be translated this way, not generically or in a way that is politically correct.  There is no slam on ‘daughters’ here by Jesus.  It is a truth warranted for male and female, but it is a truth expressed in a special way.  In Jesus’ language of the time his language was not rich with adjectives and for that reason Hebrew often used the phrase ‘son of…’ with an abstract noun, where we would use an adjective.  Hence the meaning of the phrases used indicated a son of peace is a peaceful man or a son of consolations is a consoling man.  So, then, a son of God is a godlike man.  “Sons of your Father” indicates that we are like our father.  And what is our Father like?  Gracious, benevolent.  That is what our father is like.  As Jesus says “He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust.”  That is how God treats his enemies and we are to be like him.
William Barclay tells the story of Rabbi Joshua ben Nehemiah who was fond of saying, “Have you ever noticed that the rain fell on the field A, who was righteous, and not on the field B, who was wicked?  Or that the sun rose and shone on Israel, who was righteous, and not upon the Gentiles, who were wicked?  God causes the sun to shine both on Israel and on the nations, for the Lord is good to all.”  There is a rabbinic tale of the destruction of the Egyptians in the Red Sea.  When the Egyptians were drowned, so the tale runs, the angels began a wealth of praise, but God says sorrowfully:  “The work of my hands are sunk in the sea and you would sing before me?”  God is gracious and when we are gracious – giving what is not deserved, we will look like him.
One author of an article in a magazine saw God walking down a street in New York City.  This is what he looked like:  He always had a bag of change when he walked the streets of New York, and if someone asked for money he gave them some, along with a few moments of civil, gracious conversation and always, always, a warm ‘God bless you’ at the end.  When asked about this way of life and if many simply spent the money on drugs or liquor, the man said:  “The Man (God) told me to give, not to launch an investigation.  I’m not in charge of the outcome.”

We are living in times that will demand one thing of you and me:  to look like our Father.  I challenge you to find a way through your week to give like God gives (despite the response and despite the deservedness of the individual).  Some carry an extra sandwich to share, or dollar bills to share, or a hearty ‘How are you?’ asked with all sincerity.  Look and you will find many ways to look like your Father.

2. When you love your enemies you discover the meaning of ‘grace.’  (Vv. 46-47)

NKJ Matthew 5:46 "For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet your brethren only, what do you do more than others? Do not even the tax collectors do so?
Jesus’ point here is this:  Do you give to get or give to give?  God does not give to get.  He gives because he is giving.  Common people give to get.  People who want to look like the Father give simply because that is the gracious thing to do.
I am reminded of the inspiring story of John Merrick, the so called ‘Elephant Man.’ He was born in 1862 with a rare genetic disorder that racked his body with abnormal and crippling growths.  He ended up in carnival shows, barkers making money off of eager sight-seers who gawked at him hour on end. It was in a place like this that Dr. Frederick Treves entered Merrick’s life.  Under his grace, and I use this word pointedly, because Treves sought to love and give and bless with no thought for his own gain (unlike the Circus) but to improve the man inside this deformity.  Under this London surgeon’s guardianship, Merrick developed a great love for reading, the theater, and above all, the company of good friends.  Merrick spent his final years in the care of people who saw past his appearance and saw the real man inside.  In his book The Elephant Man:  A Study in Human Dignity, Dr. Ashley Montagu writes:  “What is the moral of this story, if it has one?  It is the influence of a really good person lives on in the benefits he confers upon others, that that influence never really fades, and that courage and integrity are among the supreme virtues of humanity, outlasting even death itself.”
That is what grace can do.  That is why it is so much like God who uses it to impact human life and living.

3. When you love your enemies you fulfill you life purpose (V. 48)

NKJ Matthew 5:48 "Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect.
Now I want us to look at this word ‘perfect.’  When I say the word what comes to your mind?  Let me share with you what Webster says about perfect:  “Complete in all respects; without defect or omission; sound; flawless.”  We talk about ‘the perfect wedding’ or ‘the perfect car’ or ‘the perfect house.’  When we talk that way our image in similar to Webster’s definition I just shared.  So when Jesus talks about ‘the perfect life’ that is the idea that comes to mind.  Wrong! Wrong! Wrong!  The idea here is not of a perfect life complete in all respects, without defect or omission, sound and flawless.  Only one person lived a life like this:  Christ.  No, the word perfect here has a different meaning.  We must look at the word used for perfect here.  The word is teleos in the Greek.  For the longest time we thought the word had the meaning above, but archeologist discovered some old receipts in an archeological dig that revealed the use and meaning of this word as Jesus used it here.  A thing was teleos when it fulfilled its original purpose.  A hammer was teleos when it hit a nail.  A screwdriver was teleos when it put a screw in wood.  A book was teleos when it was read.  And so, a life is teleos, perfect, when it fulfills its purpose.  When you do what God created you to do, as God does, you are teleos, perfect.
One poet put it this way:


“Your task, to build a better world, God said.  I asked him how?


 This world is such a large vast place, so complicated now,


And I so small and useless am, there’s nothing I can do.


But God in all his wisdom said:  Just build a better you.”

Kirby John Caldwel once said, “There are two great moments in a person’s life, the moment you were born and the moment you realize why you were born.  The best illustration of this I have found is from the movie Mr. Holland’s Opus.  Mr. Holland’s life is given to us from his first job as a band director.  We watch him struggle with children as they seek to learn to not just play their separate instruments, but seek to make music together.  One particular young lady is in tears about to quit, when Mr. Holland intervenes and through encouragement she continues and plays beautifully later on.  This young lady eventually becomes Governor of the State.  We watch the birth of their first and only child, Cole, by name.  Cole is born deaf and we watch Mr. Holland struggle with not being able to share his love of music with his son.  The story continues through ups and downs, temptations and treasures.  All of this time Mr. Holland is investing in the lives of students, investing in the lives of people but all along he has a secret:  He is working on a symphony, his Opus.  The time comes in his life when funding is cut for the music program at his school and Mr. Holland is forced into retirement.  In a surprise farewell party in the gym, he finally gets to lead his Opus with the entire band before him.  But before he does that, the Governor of the State, the girl he encouraged not to give up, says to him, “Mr. Holland, look around you.  There is not a life you have not touched.  We are all better for having known you.  We are your symphony, Mr. Holland.  We are the notes and music.”
Teleos.  Perfect.  Fulfill your purpose and be perfect like God.
Conclusion
A few years ago a group of salesmen went to a regional sales convention in Chicago. They had assured their wives that they would be home in plenty of time for Friday night's dinner. In their rush, with tickets and briefcases, one of these salesmen inadvertently kicked over a table which held a display of apples. Apples flew everywhere. Without stopping or looking back, they all managed to reach the plane in time for their flight.

All but one! He paused, took a deep breath, got in touch with his feelings, and experienced a twinge of compassion for the girl whose apple stand had been overturned.

He told his buddies to go on without him, waved good-bye, told one of them to call his wife and explain that he was taking a later flight. He returned to the terminal where the apples were all over the terminal floor.

He was glad he did. The 16-year-old girl was totally blind. She was softly crying. Tears running down her cheeks in frustration, she helplessly groped for her spilled produce. The crowd swirled about her, no one stopping and no one to care for her plight. 

The salesman knelt on the floor with her, gathered up the apples and put them back on the table as he organized her display. He set the battered and bruised apples to the side in another basket. When he finished, he pulled out his wallet and said to the girl, "Here, please take this $40 for the damage we did. Are you Okay?" 

She nodded through her tears. He continued on with "I hope we didn't spoil your day too badly." As the salesman started to walk away, the bewildered blind girl called out, "Mister..." He paused and turned to look into that innocent face, "Mister...Are you Jesus?"
The man probably didn’t realize it, but he had received the greatest compliment anyone can give us.  May we in our lives this week look like him too!  Amen.
