
Raising the Bar 

Intro.  Well, that’s a clear teaching, isn’t it?  I was 

tempted to soften the Lord’s words and say, “He 

really didn’t mean it.”  I can’t “spin” the Lord’s 

words.   I thought seriously about just sitting down 

after the gospel and letting us think on our own.  But 

I decided to have a try at explaining it.  There is a 

saying, “If it were easy, then everybody would be 

doing it.”  It means fewer people do what is difficult.  

None of the athletes in the Olympics decided to start 

training six weeks or six months ago.  They have 

worked extremely long and hard.  Some of the 

women and men snowboarding, skiing, skating or 

curling began when they were five and six years old.  

In the gospel, the Lord proposes some hard things 

that will take a similar discipline for disciples to get 

good at what the Lord was saying.    

I.    The gospel continues the teaching begun last 

week.  If the disciples and the crowd thought the 

“blessed” are the poor, hungry and grieving was 

shocking, some of them must have fainted when he 

told them they had to love the Romans and the 

Gentiles, their enemies.  In this  sermon, the Lord 

wiped out the Jewish law of retaliation.  The saying, 

“An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” had been 

the law.  If I knocked out your tooth during an 

argument, you were allowed to knock one of mine 

out.  Although I can’t imagine standing there letting 

you do it.  The law was to keep violence from 

escalating to a never-ending pattern of revenge and 

murder.  The Lord said the best way to end violence 

is to do the unexpected: do not respond in the same 

way.  That doesn’t make sense to us.  I will take a  

chance and say – as a few scholars also say – the 



Lord does not mean we are to allow others to abuse 

us.  No.  We must come up with a different way to 

respond.   

Concl.   It is impossible to forgive some people.  Or 

is it?  Pope John Paul II forgave the man who shot 

him.  Oh, he was the pope, he had to.  No, he didn’t; 

he chose to.  The African American congregation in 

South Carolina whose members were murdered by a 

man they welcomed to bible study, chose to forgive 

him.   It didn’t bring their friends back, but it freed 

them of carrying the anger for the rest of their lives.  

Some people are able to turn their hurt or anger into 

positive action instead of retaliation.  A mother 

whose child was killed by a drunk driver founded 

Mothers Against Drunk Drivers to change attitudes 

about driving while intoxicated.  It is very easy to 

name our enemies.  Most of us can picture them right 

now.  But it is hard to love and forgive them.  If 

being a follower of the Lord was easy, we wouldn’t 

start our worship with the Penitential Rite, together 

admitting we are sinners: “I confess to almighty 

God, and you, my brothers and sisters, that I have 

sinned…”  Being a follower of the Lord means if we 

want mercy and forgiveness from God, it is in the 

measure we are merciful and forgiving to each other.  

Do we want this much forgiveness?  [teaspoon] Or 

more like a five-gallon bucket?   It is our choice.  

Judgment is measured almost the same way.  Do we 

want a bucketful of judgment?  Or a  teaspoon?   

Again, it is our choice.  It can be a hard choice, 

but what’s the challenge in setting the goal too 

low?  Everyone can do that.    
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