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In the book of Exodus, Pharaoh famously orders the Israelites to make bricks without straw.  It sometimes happens in Court proceedings that a person is given an order to do something that is ultimately out of their power or control.  It is cruel to expect of someone something they cannot do, and then threaten to punish them for not doing it. You cannot get blood from a stone.

We have a God who makes demands upon us.  He expects us to do things, and produce good works.  That is His Law.  He gives us not only Ten Commandments, but commands us to obey everything in His Word, and to do so perfectly.  This would be cruel if we could not do it, and it is true that we cannot do it perfectly.  But God’s holy law is not cruel.  The Lord is gracious and merciful.  He does not test us more than we can bear, but always provides a way out.  When we admit our sins and seek forgiveness, God is merciful and just to forgive.  So in one sense, his expectations are greater than our abilities.  In one sense he does expect blood from a stone in commanding righteousness from sinners.  On the other, he is forgiving and that is what is missing in the cruel earthly authorities.

In addition to free and full forgiveness of sins, God gives us his Holy Spirit to enable us to will and to do his commands and keep his Word from the heart.  He does not loan us his car with an empty tank, give us a body to work good but leave in us a heart of vanity and evil...that would also be cruel.  Rather he fills it for us by grace through faith in Jesus Christ our saviour, that we do have the power to produce the good works of the spirit, and resist and subdue the works of the flesh.  This new obedience of faith does not earn our forgiveness.  Rather it flows from it.

But Jesus’ teaching in today’s gospel reveals another way that--despite the accusations of spiteful sinners--God is not cruel, but empowers us to obey his commands.  He gives us a another “way out” of temptation by educating us how to keep his commandments. He gives us a new way to think, and new strategies to resist the urgings of the flesh. 

An illustration...In both parenting (and God is our Father), and in education (for Christ is our teacher), it is necessary not only to admonish children who do things the wrong way, but also teach them how they can do it right.  If a son or daughter repeatedly forgets to make their bed in the morning, it might be true that they are being negligent and need a stern talking to.  But a good parent also should help them to understand and prepare ways that set them up for success.  For instance, help the child make a morning checklist that they can return to and learn not to go off to play until the checklist is completed.  True, some children might not really care in their heart to make their bed.  But some do, they just need help in figuring out how to succeed.

This setting up for success is similar to what Jesus does in his reteaching of the Ten Commandments in the Sermon on the Mount, specifically today with the commandment to not murder.  He first straightens out our minds and teaches us to understand murder as not just an external thing, but a matter of the heart.  And if your heart is angry and desires harm for your neighbor...that is, in essence, murder.  Even if you did not harm him, if you desire your neighbor’s harm you have broken God’s command.

That is a pithy and profound teaching.  It makes so much sense and is true.  Any hypocrite can control his hands and choke his neighbor in anger.  But how much more strength it would take to control his heart so as to not to hate his neighbor and wish revenge.  So much more that it is not within our natural power to do it.  Even the secular psychology of today will acknowledge that we cannot control our feelings, only how we react to them.  We cannot control our hatred for someone who wronged us.  Emotions are literally just that...motions that move us...not the other way around.  But we are called to manage our feelings, by the grace of God and the teaching of Christ who gives us a new mind.  

And the Holy Spirit trains us in all righteousness.  We are not always condemned to hatred and spite of those who wrong us.  But when temptation comes, when the offense is too severe, when the sin of hatred is crouching at our door, we must learn “strategies” for lack of a better word… “strategies” to rule over it.  And according to Jesus, here’s how…

You are tempted to seek revenge against offenses, if not in deed, then at least from the heart.  That is your sinful condition.  And just like a person with a cold cannot control his runny nose, neither can the person with sin control his hatred of those who harm him.  But when your nose runs, you can do something...wipe it, take cold medicine, get some rest, etc.  It’s the same with depression...it makes you want to not go out and socialize, but stay in it’s cold and lonely prison.  But you can do something, get out, see the sun, call a friend, and so on.  That’s not what you’re inclined to do, but if you can at least take advice you can know it is the best thing to do, put one foot in front of the other and do it.

When my little girls are having fun in the tub and don’t want to get out...sometimes just saying “get out of the tub” doesn’t work.  The stare at me, look back down at their toys, push out a lip, look up again...but they seem paralyzed.  They simply don’t want the bath to end and can’t motivate themselves to swallow the whole procedure of what they need to be doing.  And my saying it over and over again, doesn’t give them any more clarity or resolve.  So instead I say, “stand up” and they can do that.  Then, come towards me.  And they can do that.  And before you know it, they are out of the tub, despite their heart’s inclination to stay.

So, when someone harms you, you’re inclined to want revenge, to harm the other person, and to think that you deserve satisfaction.  And just teaching “don’t seek revenge” doesn’t help.  Telling the person that their hatred is evil, doesn’t make it go away.  It’s all law, no gospel.  It is teaching the wrong way, but not the right way.  Jesus says when someone harms you, why do you listen to your heart which you know is deceitful above all things?  Your heart says seek revenge, but instead your new mind in Christ directs you to seek reconciliation instead.  With reconciliation as a “way out,” You are not paralyzed in your desire for revenge, or left to stew in its juices.  There is something you can do...desire reconciliation and put one foot in front of the other to seek it.  That is what you can do.  It is cruel to expect a sinner not to hate an offender, without giving him an alternative.  And here is your God-given alternative...love your enemies...pray for those who persecute you...cast out all thoughts of revenge...for they will assail you.  Resist them and instead seek the good of the one who does evil to you.  Vengeance is mine, says the lord, I will repay.  For you, be merciful as your father in heaven is merciful.
