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 This is a true story.  A little boy whom we’ll call Nick lived with his mother while his 

father was working far away.  Also living in the household were Nick’s baby sister and an 

unmarried aunt.  One day the local judge summoned Nick’s mother and accused her of being a 

bad woman, because she had refused to force the aunt to marry an old man her uncles had 

chosen.  The judged ordered the mother to be whipped.  A policeman came, and began to whip 

her.  Nick’s baby sister was tied on the mother’s back, and during the whipping she died.  Nick 

to the policeman, “When I’m big, I swear that I’m going to pay you back for what you did to my 

mother and sister.  I will kill you.”   

 One day years later, when Nick had grown up and become a teacher, Don, his childhood 

friend, told him, “The man who killed your sister is here, in our town.”  Still feeling the pain, 

Nick remembered his vow, and made a plan.  He invited Don and the policeman to a meal. 

When they were finished eating, Nick addressed the policeman: “Do you remember what 

happened when I was a little boy?”  “Yes, I think I do remember.”  “And,” Nick continued, “do 

you remember the vow I made?”   “Yes, I remember,” the policeman said, tensing up.  “So now 

I have something for you,” he said.  “I’ve decided to forgive you.  I’ve come to know Jesus.  And 

Jesus, and my friend Don here, have shown me that I must forgive you.  And I pray that Jesus 

will forgive you too.”  The policeman replied, “I didn’t want to do beat your mother but I was 

following orders.  It was wrong, and I would like to ask God’s pardon for the evil that I did.”  At 

that point Don prayed that Nick and the policeman might be able to forget the past.  It might be 

a stretch to say that they became best of friends.  But they were no longer enemies.   

 Sometimes enemies happen, not only in our personal relationships, but also as citizens 

of a nation.  In the last several weeks we who live in the west have learned that we face a new 

enemy, ISIS, The Islamic State in Iraq and Syria.  This radical group, we are told, is not only 

“barbaric” in its treatment of religious minorities in Iraq.  It also is said to pose a security threat 

to us.  So American bombs are once again falling on Iraq, and Prime Minister Harper is sending 

69 Canadian special operations soldiers there as advisors.   

 What do we do about enemies?  One response is to use common sense, and the law.  

“You have heard it said, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” says Jesus.  Which was a 

good law, because it did two things.  First, it ensured fair compensation.   If someone caused 

one of your sheep to die, or your house to burn down, or you to lose a hand, you could take 

that person to court and they could be ordered to replace that sheep or build you a new house 

or compensate you for the loss of your hand.  Tit for tat, punishment for the crime, just 

compensation...those are good legal principles, we use them in our courts today.  The second 

good thing about “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” is that, rather than justifying 

vengeance, it actually limited and restrained violence.  Someone knocks out one of your teeth?  



You may knock out one of theirs...but only one, not the whole mouthful.  Someone pokes out 

your eye?  Then you may poke out one theirs, but only one, you can’t cut off their head.  

Somebody kills a member of your family?  Only the murderer pays, you don’t wipe out his 

whole family or village.  After the 9/11 attacks, a letter writer to the Hamilton Spectator called 

for one cruise missile to be returned for each death in those attacks.  That’s 2.996 missiles.  

That’s a good example of the kind of escalating revenge the “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” 

tries to stop. 

 And then Jesus says, “But we can do better than this good law.  We—you, my disciples, 

we can do more.  But I say to you:  Do not resist an evildoer.”   

 Which raises a hard question.  If we don’t resist evil, we become doormats, we become 

complicit in evil, we let injustice reign?  Right?   In China I once decided I needed to resist evil.  

Pickpockets are a big problem there, in crowded places like buses and railway stations.  Once I 

was riding on a very crowded bus...I was standing up, there was no seat.  As I was standing 

there, facing the front, holding the bar, I felt something crawling along the pocket of my 

trousers.  I couldn’t see what it was, it was coming from behind.  But it was moving along, and 

then began to burrow into my pocket.  And so I very slowly lifted  my left hand and reached into 

the sea or arms beside me and grabbed one.  The arm tried hard to pull away, but I held onto it.  

And I followed it, and do you know where it led--to a little old man.  There he was, this little old 

man, standing there in the middle of the bus with a very sheepish look on his face.  And I just 

looked at him.  And he kind of withered.  And I kept looking.  And at the next stop he jumped 

off.   At the end of the line, when the bus stopped and everybody got off,  several passengers 

gave me thumbs up and “yeah, right on, way to go” glances.  They had seen the pickpocket 

attempt but didn’t do anything.  That was resistance, I did use some force.  I also resisted on a 

busy street when I saw a thief come up behind a woman and began to reach into her backpack.  

I went up and scared him away.  And everybody standing around, who had also seen the thief 

but had done nothing, said, “Yeah, right on, way to go.”  If I’d see someone beating up on you, I 

hope I wouldn’t just stand idly by.  Whatever “do not resist an evildoer” means, I just don’t 

think Jesus is advising us to enable abusive people.  Jesus could resist evil, he could show 

“tough love”...once he threw moneychangers out of the temple. 

 The NEB translates this verse differently.  It says, “Do not set yourself against the one 

who wrongs you.” In other words, instead of tit for tat retaliation, instead of entering into an 

adversarial system, where one wins, one loses, where we have an “enemy” whom we set 

ourselves against and seek to defeat--Jesus says, let’s try a different approach, let’s try standing 

with our adversary. 

 He gives three illustrations.    Somebody strikes you on the right cheek, give them your 

left one too.  A slap on the right check was not so much a physical beating, physical violence.  It 

was more an insult, the gravest of insults.  The equivalent today might be someone cursing you 

to your face, or spreading defamatory stories about you.  So what do you do?  Curse them 

back?  Sue them for libel?  Common sense and the law might allow that.  Or, could we surprise 

the person by doing the opposite of what they expect us to do?  Maybe invite them for coffee 

and talk about why they are so angry. 



 And, Jesus says, if someone sues you for your coat, what should you do?  Should you 

countersue to protect your property?  Legally you could.  Or do you do the opposite of what 

your opponent is expecting, surprise them, pull the rug out from under them, meet their greed 

with act with generosity?  

 And, Jesus says, if someone abuses you by forcing you to go one mile, what do you do?  

Roman soldiers could conscript peasants to carry 50lb packs for one mile.  Do you do it yelling 

at him the whole way, and when you get done with that mile take off the pack and drop it on 

his toe?  No, surprise him.  Blow his mind, go a second mile, you could have a chat with him, ask 

him what its really like to be a Roman soldier stationed in a backwater like Palestine.  Redefine 

the relationship, break out of adversarial system....find a creative way to stand with your 

adversary, not against him.  Transform your enemy into a person, overcome evil with good. 

 And then Jesus puts this principle of “standing with” someone, rather than “against 

them,” in the starkest way possible.  He says:  “Love your enemies.  Yes, love them, not hate 

them.”  Jesus doesn’t say “like your enemies.”  I don’t think that’s possible...if I liked my 

enemies, they wouldn’t be my enemies.  Rather, Jesus says, can you look at that person who’s 

really bugging you, and who you don’t like, and who’s wronged you, can you still view that 

person as a human being of equal worth as you, and can you decide to care about them.  

Instead standing against them and taking steps to retaliate and revenge, can you somehow 

stand with them, and seek their good?” 

 And here’s why you should love your enemies, Jesus says.  So that you can be like God, 

because that’s how God deals with God’s enemies.   Look at the sun as it rises, does it 

shine on everybody or just some people?  When the rain comes, does it rain just on the fruit 

trees of the good farmers?  Of course not.  You see, Jesus says, you see, God gives these gifts 

unconditionally to everybody.  And so should you.  Don’t just seek the good of those you like, 

and who like you, who give you pleasure...there’s nothing special about that, that’s the easiest 

love...bad people can scratch the backs of those who benefit them very well.  But you can do 

better.  You can seek the welfare of those who don’t, or can’t, love you back.  That is real love, 

it’s also the hardest love. 

 Practicing the hardest love, by seeking your adversary’s welfare, won’t always work... 

the hardest love is also a suffering love.  Enemies will not always be transformed into friends, 

reconciliation will not always be possible, though  it can happen more often than we think.  Nor 

can we expect nations to set themselves with their enemies, rather than against them.  Nations 

will be nations, they’ll operate according to their self-interest.  The early Anabaptists talked 

about the two kingdoms, one of the world and one of Christ.  Those two realms overlap, and we 

live in both, but our primary allegiance is to the realm of Christ, where the law of “setting 

ourselves with, not against” our adversary prevails. 

 A final true story.  A few years ago, in the village of Mason, Tennessee, which is about 

half the size of Vineland, a man named Nathan got up from bed one morning to let out the cat.  

The cat stood at the edge of the porch, its hair stood up on his arched back as it hissed.  “What 

do you see out there cat?” asked Nathan.  A big man stepped from around the corner of the 



house and pointed a shotgun at Nathan.  “Honey, open the door,” Nathan shouted to Louise, 

his wife.  “He’s got a gun.”  Before Louise could open the door, the man with the gun had 

shoved Nathan inside, pushing him and Louise against the wall.  “Don’t make me kill you,” he 

shouted, thrusting the gun in their faces.  The couple knew immediately that the intruder was 

one of the four escaped inmates from a nearby prison they had heard about on the radio.  

Louise, a 73 yr old grandmother, stood her ground.  “Young man,” she said, “I am a Christian 

lady and I don’t believe in no violence.  Put that gun down and sit down.  I don’t want no 

violence here.”   The man relaxed his grip on the shotgun, he looked at her a moment, then he 

laid the gun on the couch.  “Lady,” he said quietly, “I’m so hungry I’ve had nothing to eat for 3 

days.”  “Young man sit down there and I’ll fix you breakfast.  Nathan, go get this young man 

some dry socks.”  With that Louise went to work.  She fixed him bacon, eggs, toast, coffee, then 

she got out her best napkins and set the table.  She took him by the hand and said, ‘Young man, 

let’s give thanks that you came here and you’re safe.’  She said a prayer, and then she asked 

him if he’d like to say something to the Lord.  He didn’t say anything, so she said, “Well, just say 

Jesus wept.”  A newspaper reporter later asked her why she said “say Jesus wept.”  She replied, 

“Because I figured he didn’t have no church background, so I wanted to start him off something 

simple, something short.  So after breakfast,” Louise said, “we sat there and I began to pray.  I 

held his hand, I patted him on the leg, he trembled all over, I said, ‘Young man, I love you and 

God loves you.  God loves us all, everyone of us, especially you.  Jesus died for you because he 

loves you so much.”  “You sound just like my grandmother,” he said.  “She’s dead.”  Nathan said 

that he saw a tear fall down the boy’s cheek.   

 About that time they heard police cars coming down the road.  “They’re gonna kil me 

when they get here,” the man said.  “No young man,” they aren’t gonna hurt you.  You’ve done 

wrong, but God loves you.”  Then Louise and Nathan took him by the arm and helped him up 

and took him out by the kitchen toward the door.  “You let me do all the talking,” Louise told 

him.  The police got out of their cars with their guns out.  Louise shouted to them, “Y’all put 

those guns away, I don’t want no violence here.  Put them away.  This young man wants to go 

back.  Nathan, you bring the young man out to the car.”  They put the handcuffs on him and 

took him away.  The reporter asked Louise whether she was frightened.  She said, “No, Nathan 

said he was scared but not me.  I knew God was with me.  That God had sent that young man to 

me for a reason.  I knew that God would lead me in the right direction.”   

 That same afternoon two of the other prisoners entered a suburban back yard where a 

couple were barbecuing.  The husband went into the house and came out with a gun.  The 

escapees shot and killed him and took his wife hostage. 

 “When you have enemies,” Jesus says, “you can do better than tit for tat.   Try to see 

them as a person, not an adversary.  Try to surprise them, pull the rug of enmity out from under 

them, try to find a way to stand with them, not against them.  Because,” Jesus says, “that’s how 

God responds to our fear and violence, by standing with us, and seeking our good.  And we who 

are God’s children must show the world a better way.” 

 


