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This is a tough scripture! Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth…whoever strikes you on your right cheek, turn to him the other also” (verses 38-39). We struggle 
with this text. We don’t like the “turn the other cheek” idea very much. So, we resolved it! We say, “If 
someone strikes me on one cheek, I’ll turn the other. But if he strikes me on that cheek, watch out!”

But Jesus doesn’t stop with “Turn the other cheek!” He says, “If anyone sues you to take away your 
coat, let him have your cloak also. Whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two. Give to 
him who asks you, and don’t turn away him who desires to borrow from you” (verses 40-42). Jesus 
also says, “Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray 
for those who mistreat you and persecute you, that you may be children of your Father who is in 
heaven” (verses 44-45).

I must admit that I find this scripture as difficult as most of you. There are enough sociopaths 
running loose out there that we need to be able to take care of ourselves.

“Turn the other cheek” can be an invitation to abuse. “Turn the other cheek” opens the door to 
all those who abuse power to work their evil on the world. “Give to the one who asks” can be an 
invitation to bankruptcy—and can be bad for the beggar as well as for the giver. Every single one 
of our recovery mission partners including Associated Ministries and Tacoma Rescue Mission tells 
us to please stop giving money to those who stand at intersections holding cardboard signs. It is a 
scam. Most of the time their next stop is the liquor store or drug dealer on speed dial. We can help 
them get to the shelters and the treatment centers.

“Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” asks more than most of us are prepared 
to give. But Jesus said all those things, so we need to take them seriously. You see, in this Sermon on 
the Mount, Jesus is teaching us new ways to relate to each other. I am reminded of the saying that 
I heard somewhere. It goes like this, “Jesus loves us too much to leave us the way we are.” Jesus’ love 
challenges us to mature, and spiritual growth is sometimes painful.

In the opening of chapter 5 Matthew records Jesus saying, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
will be called children of God” (verse 5:9). Then throughout the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 
teaches us how to take the initiative in making peace.

He says, “Whoever conscripts you to go one mile, go with him two” (verse 41). In that day and time, 
the Romans had conquered Israel. A Roman soldier had the right under Roman law to compel a 
Jewish citizen to carry his pack for one mile. At that point, the soldier had to find another citizen, 
because the law required only one mile. This was so common that mileage markers were placed 
along the arterial Roman roads to help them to keep track.

One mile doesn’t seem very far to us, because the mileage markers along the interstate highways pass by 
quickly. At sixty miles per hour we pass tenth-of-a-mile markers every six seconds. We pass mile markers 



every minute. But walking a mile is a different story. The mileage markers go by slowly when you are 
walking. Add a forty-pound or more pack to whatever load you are already carrying in whatever the 
weather and temperature of Israel at the time, and the mileage markers go by really slowly.

Jesus was talking to the men on the hillside who had carried a soldier’s pack for a mile. He was 
talking to men who had resented every inch of the way. He was talking to men who had watched 
carefully to determine exactly where they could set down the soldier’s pack. To these men, He said, 
“Whoever compels you to go one mile, go with him two. Don’t be defined by the hate you have for 
the other.” Jesus said, “Love your enemies, ...and pray for those who...persecute you, that you may be 
children of your Father who is in heaven.”

Benjamin Franklin said, “Love your enemies, for they tell you your faults. Eleanor Doan said, “Love 
your enemy, it will drive him nuts.”

Loving your enemy has the power to change your enemy. Loving your enemy also has the power to 
change you. Hatred is a poison. It poisons relationships. Most of all, it poisons the container, eats 
away from the inside out like acid. We know people who could not let go of their hatred. We know 
people who remembered every grievous thing that had ever happened to them. Their hatred eats 
away at them like a cancer. It destroys them like a poison.

Jesus calls us to let go of the sickness. He calls us to get rid of the poison. He calls us to forgive our 
enemies. He calls us to do the impossible. And then He makes it possible. When we accept His 
help, He makes it possible for us to forgive, but that’s just the first miracle. The second miracle is 
what happens in the aftermath of our forgiving.

We know the story of the late Nelson Mandela, opponent of apartheid, held in a South African jail 
from 1964 to 1990, elected president in 1994 in South Africa’s first democratic election. A year after 
being installed as president, South Africa hosted the Rugby World Cup Tournament. Rugby was a 
white world’s game. While the population of South Africa was 80 percent black, its rugby team was 
100 percent white.

As the games approached, a controversy arose concerning the South African team, known as the 
Springboks, using a Springbok, a leaping gazelle, as its symbol. Black South Africans thought 
the image had racist overtones, and demanded that the team remove it. Team members answered, 
“The Springbok has always been our symbol.” Things spiraled downward and the situation became 
dangerously tense.

Then President Mandela made a gesture of reconciliation. A few days before the first game, he 
visited the South African team wearing a rugby jacket and cap emblazoned with the Springbok 
image. In an interview, he acknowledged the loathing that most black South Africans felt for the 
rugby team. Then he said, “But regardless of the past, these are our boys now. They may be white, 
but they’re our boys, and we must get behind them and support them in this tournament.”

The following day, the coach took the team to Robben Island, where Mandela had been imprisoned for 
27 years. They stood in Mandela’s cell, and tried to imagine what life had been like for him for those 27 
years. They wondered how he could have come through that experience without poison in his heart.

When the tournament started, President Mandela was in the stand wearing a Springbok jersey. The 
Springboks, not known as a great team, played their hearts out, winning game after game. In the 
final game, they found themselves playing against New Zealand, a perennial rugby powerhouse. At 
the end of regulation play, they were tied, throwing the game into overtime.



During the break, President Mandela introduced a South African children’s choir. They sang an old 
African miner’s song, a song familiar to blacks and whites alike. People joined in, and soon 65,000 
people were singing together, many with tears in their eyes.

When play resumed, the Springboks were unstoppable. In a rugby miracle, they won the World 
Rugby Championship. South Africans took to the streets, not to protest but to celebrate. Whites 
and blacks danced together in the streets. A rugby game, something that many people would think 
to be not very important, brought healing to that divided nation. That happened because a great 
leader, Nelson Mandela, challenged his people to put aside their differences calling them to be 
better than they were.

Christ challenges us in the same way. He calls us to be better than we are. He loves us too much to 
leave us the way we are. Sometimes Jesus asks the impossible. But then He makes it possible.
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