February 24, 2019  (Epiphany 7 C)

Luke 6:27-38
“Those CRAZY Christians!”
Last week we heard the first part of Jesus’ “Sermon on the Plain” from Luke 6.  Today is essentially part 2 of that message – because we pick up right where He left off, and we cover now the middle of this amazing sermon.  This past Sunday we established a very important fact – that is vital to a correct interpretation of His words.  He’s talking about 2 groups of people – but it’s NOT the wealthy / well-fed / and happy – vs – the poor / the hungry / and the dejected.  It is rather: the believers / the sheep – vs – the goats / the unbelievers.  Jesus taught us that spiritual and even physical – poverty, hunger, and the suffering (of body and soul) that comes from following Jesus are indeed BLESSINGS.  We pledged to adopt a “beatitude attitude” that sees blessings / blessings / blessings all around – even in the trouble, hardship, and difficulty. We call those blessings “crazy” blessings, but nevertheless, the poverty and hunger of body and soul, together with the persecutions we must face . . . are blessings indeed.  
Today we’re going to talk about the “CRAZY” behavior of those crazy sheep who follow Jesus. We’ll begin by with verses 27-30 of this text: Luke 6:27-38 (EHV)

27 “But I say to you who are listening: [What group is that? Who is He talking to? The sheep / the believers – obviously, for they hear His voice. He’s talking to us.] Love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. 28 Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who mistreat you. 29 If someone strikes you on one cheek, offer the other too. If someone takes away your coat, do not withhold your shirt. 30 Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes away your things, do not demand them back.

WOW – this has been totally misunderstood by many people – even those with their hearts in the right place! Keep this in mind: Jesus is not giving specific, detailed commands that must be put into effect in every situation. If that were the case – He, His disciples, and His followers right up to the current day . . . would be completely naked and totally broke! Jesus Himself wouldn’t have made it to Good Friday and Easter Sunday – because He would have let himself get thrown off that cliff in Nazareth when He preached in His hometown.  
So . . . what is He saying?  He’s doing exactly what He did in the first part of this sermon.  He’s describing what this crazy behavior of His crazy sheep might look like in a variety of situations.  I’m not burdened to give all my money to the beggar on the street corner – just because he’s asking for it, that he may purchase drugs, cigarettes, and booze.  That wouldn’t be wise, and it certainly wouldn’t help the man. 

I am burdened, on the other hand, to HELP anyone in need / anyone I can – and to show love and grace . . . even to those who hurt me.  “How do I do that?” is a question that calls for serious wisdom.  It’s one of those things that, like the examples Jesus mentions here – you know it when you see it, because it’s abnormal behavior. Jesus seems to emphasize to us that the “CRAZIER” it is (in a good way) the better.  It’s stuff that’s just not seen among the goat family. Those without faith think this type of action is insanity. 
That CRAZY type behavior, on the other hand, is common and visible among the sheep. They (we) have tasted and received supernatural grace . . . and they (we) are inspired and driven to show supernatural grace and mercy to others. Even if (and especially when) they do not deserve it.  People think it’s totally crazy for you to drive all the way here to church, sit through a service (when you don’t have to) and then give your hard earned dollars in the plate. I see it in the hours people give volunteering and serving / studying and growing here. I see it in wives who have been hurt by their husbands – and yet they don’t seek revenge or try to make those men suffer and pay for what they’ve done (which is totally normal “goat” behavior). Instead they continue to give and serve their husbands and children with Christ-like devotion and generosity.  I see it in guys who are treated unfairly in the workplace. But they don’t fight for their rights, steal from the company, or try to get their bosses fired (again, that’s totally normal “goat” behavior) – instead they just keep giving it 100%, even though they are clearly being taken advantage of. 
Here’s where it gets really complicated: the “crazy behavior” of Jesus’ “crazy sheep” – can look radically different in different lives, but similar situations. For example: the violent criminal pulls a gun and aims it squarely at a sheep – “Give me your wallet, your watch, and that ring on your finger!”  He responds: “Here you go – take it! I have everything I need in Jesus, and you obviously need it more!” But, the same guy pulls the same gun and says the same thing to a different sheep . . . who pulls out his legally concealed handgun and SHOOTS him!  Wait – isn’t that the opposite of what Jesus is telling us to do?  No – that sheep too is thinking, in love, of others. He’s performing a community service (of sorts) – he doesn’t want this man to hurt or kill anyone else.  He doesn’t want his money and possessions to be used to support criminal activity. He wants to help the community by sending a strong message: anyone looking to hurt and victimize people around here may meet their Maker rather quickly. He’s carrying the weight of that action in love for others and to protect them from ever facing the barrel of that criminal’s gun.  
Two female sheep are being abused by their husbands in similar ways. One says that she must stay, pray, be strong, and fight for her marriage. The other one grabs her children and takes off in the middle of the night.  She must protect herself in order to protect her kids. She doesn’t want her little ones in danger, or to grow up thinking that is what a husband and a father looks like.  Figuring out how to SHOW Christ-like grace and love in this world is no easy question to answer . . . but it’s absolutely the right question to be asking.  

Ah – finally, Jesus gets to something clear and simple in verse 31 “Treat others just as you would want them to treat you.” But wait – the “golden rule” is taught among the goats too! Plenty of false religions talk about it, and sometimes even atheists try to practice it. Well, no, not really, they never actually can – but even so maybe we should call it the “platinum rule” because what Jesus is talking about is not “normal” behavior. It’s more of that crazy sheep behavior. He goes on to explain how different He wants His sheep to be: 
32 If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? To be sure, even the sinners [goats] love those who love them. 33 And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? Even the sinners do the same thing. 34 If you lend to those from whom you expect to be repaid, what credit is that to you? Even the sinners lend to sinners in order to be paid back in full. 35 Instead, love your enemies, do good and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the unthankful and the evil. 36 Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.
God is CRAZY merciful, and GRAZY generous! His sheep have tasted His kindness – and are liberated themselves to give – with both your love and money, to people who need it and have never seen anything like that before. 
Jesus’ next words have surpassed John 3:16 as the most often quoted Scripture passage today. Unfortunately, these words are misquoted. Likewise the verse right after it is used by false prophets to manipulate people and get rich off their backs. Let’s examine what He says: 37 “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven. 38 Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure pressed down, shaken together, and running over will be poured into your lap. [People in His day would be pleasantly shocked if a merchant actually did that.] In fact, the measure with which you measure will be measured back to you.”

Is He saying that we can never judge?  No – down a few verses (41-42) He tells us about removing the plank from one’s own eye first – so we can remove the speck from our brother’s eye. That requires a number of judgments, and daily life requires judgments to be made all over the place. But He is telling us NOT to put ourselves in God’s place – we don’t belong there!  HE is the Judge – and we relay HIS judgments and seek His wisdom to make judgements in areas where we can and must.  
Televangelists love verse 38 and use it to push people to “Send in money!” with the promise that God will give them a whole lot more to replace it.  But here’s the thing: you can’t fool God! If your motivation for giving is merely a “get rich quick” scheme – then you’ve lost already and don’t expect it to work. God won’t be manipulated. On the other hand, His sheep are generous with cheerful hearts because God already has been so incredibly generous to us – both here, and beyond our wildest dreams in eternity.  

Do you get the point of Jesus’ sermon on the plain?  He sets the bar for His sheep really, really, really HIGH!  In reality I have not been all that helpful, forgiving, loving, merciful, or generous . . . and neither have you.  Is He going to kick us back to the goat pile? No – He’s kind and merciful. Instead He does something totally “crazy” – He cancelled out all our “goat behavior” on Good Friday, and He puts the perfection of Christ – who practiced what He preached and lived it . . . on top of you, and credits it to your account. Thank-you Lord!! 
But . . . still . . . we want to see a bit more of this wonderful crazy behavior among us and in our lives, don’t we?  You can’t muster it up, it’s Spirit produced and miraculous – therefore sit at Jesus’ feet, learn from Him, and it will be produced.  Why bother striving so hard for lives that look like this?  Well, it’s so foreign and strange to the goats that it opens doors.  “What’s with you crazy Christians – why do you do all this?”  Well – come with me, let’s sit at Jesus’ feet . . . and you will be set free too, and inspired to be as totally CRAZY (in a good way) as you can possibly be!  And – God is pleased and can’t wait to reward and praise His sheep for all these wonderfully “crazy” things they do! 
