SMALL GROUP NOTES – BEYOND GETTING EVEN

Rev. Philip Davis – preached 19th July 2009 
Matthew 5:38-48

Philip gave a dramatised approach to this text based on two possible reactions to a major setback in life, provoked by another person’s behaviour. The context was middle management in a typical English institution.

The first approach focused on just two aspects of Jesus’ talk – “an eye for an eye” and “love your friends and hate your enemies”. He showed the way of the world in response to what was seen as a bitter betrayal by a friend, leading to seriously adverse consequences for the speaker and his colleagues. This was the way of revenge – seeking to do harm to the other person, directly or indirectly, and of hatred, withdrawal of previous friendship.

The second approach was focused on the whole of Jesus’ talk. It did not deny the hurt and pain that the betrayal had caused. But it sought to look through Jesus’ eyes, and instead of seeking revenge to seek to avoid retaliation, even to the extent of doing more than is being asked.  And equally friendship would be strongly maintained; also with a view to helping the adversary see the light of Jesus that God wanted him to see.

Philip concluded with the following:

“Look, in the end, if Jesus is your Lord as well as your saviour, you have to do what he says. I’ll never be perfect as he is, but I can aspire to it. To do my best. To walk in his footsteps. To carry my cross. Even when sorely tempted to hit someone over the head with it…..God loved us when we showed no love for him, by sending Jesus to die for us. And we are called to do the same. As the theologian Plummer has put it “to return evil for good is devilish, to return good for good is human, to return good for evil is divine”.

So there we are. People will always offend us but we are free to choose how to react. Two roads, two steps each. On the one hand, two steps back. Revenge and hatred. Back into the arms of Satan. We poison our minds, our relationships. As Martin Luther King put it “hate multiplies hate in a descending spiral of violence, and is ultimately just as injurious to the person who hates as to its victim”. On the other hand, two steps forward. Forgiveness and love. Forward into the arms of Jesus. We become salt and light, the unexpected, following Jesus’ way of love. Again King says “love is the only force capable of transforming an enemy into a friend, having creative and redemptive power”. Our choice.”

Discussion starters:

Do you recognise a similar situation in your life to that Philip depicts? How do you react?

What should we do if the act of aggression is actually contrary to law or regulations (e.g. bullying – or theft)?

What is easier - not to retaliate or also to keep the enemy as a friend?

