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Luke 6:27-38 
27“But I say to you that listen, Love your enemies, do good to those who 

hate you, 28bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. 29If 
anyone strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who 
takes away your coat do not withhold even your shirt. 30 give to everyone who 
begs from you; and if anyone takes away your goods do not ask for them 
again. 31Do to others as you would have them do to you.” 
 32“If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even 
sinners love those who love them. 33If you do good to those who do good to 
you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. 34If you lend to 
those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even 
sinners lend to sinners, to receive as much again. 35But love your enemies, do 
good, and lend, expecting nothing in return. Your reward will be great, and 
you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the 
wicked. 36Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” 
 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; 38give, and it will be 
given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, 
will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you 
get back.”  
 
 There are churches that fill huge auditoriums with people who come to 

hear sermons like, “Three Easy Steps to Better Relationships at Work” and 

“Five Ways to Live Your Best Life.” It sounds great … and, easy! Who 

wouldn’t be interested?! I suspect no one comes to church on Sunday morning 

thinking, “I really hope I will be challenged today; maybe I will even be asked 

to love my enemy!” Today’s text is a difficult one!   

 In Luke’s continued telling of the Sermon on the Plain, we find Jesus is 

teaching something that sounds simple and yet goes against our human 

nature and most societal norms. “Love your enemies” and “Turn the other 

cheek.” Some might claim that the teaching is impractical or too idealistic. 

And really, this idea of loving your enemies or turning the other cheek has 



 

too often been associated with, or are assumed to mean, being passive; 

becoming a doormat for others to trample upon. The idea of loving your 

enemy has too often been used to keep domestic abuse victims slaves to their 

abuser. Much harm has been done by the misinterpretation and 

misunderstanding of this passage. So, I want us to take a deeper look at what 

Jesus is really telling those who follow him … because, spoiler alert … he’s 

not telling us to submit to evil, abuse, or power-plays. He does not tell us to 

remain with those who hurt us. He is not telling us to ignore injustice.   

 The law of the land at the time was “lex talionis,” the law of retribution, 

or, “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” This law was considered to 

establish fair retribution for a wrong done to someone. If someone gouged out 

your eye, you by law, could legally gouge out their eye. If someone knocked 

out your tooth, you were allowed to knock out their tooth. “Lex talionis” was 

considered generous at the time in that it prevented unreasonable retribution 

for a crime committed by setting a limit to retaliation. If someone knocked 

out your tooth, you could not take all of their teeth!   

 Jesus begins to call this standard into question by calling his followers 

to a deeper, and more difficult, way of life. Let’s assume that if someone 

harmed you in such a way that you lost an eye or a tooth, you would consider 

that person your enemy. Fair. Instead of responding with your legal right to 

do the same violent act in return, thereby doubling the violence, Jesus 

teaches his followers to seek a middle ground between perpetuating violence 

and becoming a doormat.   

 He gives several examples; we’ll look at the first two. “If anyone strikes 

you on the cheek, offer the other also; and from anyone who takes away your 

coat do not withhold even your shirt.” The cheek that is implied here, and 

actually specified in Matthew’s version of this text, is the right cheek. At that 

time, lefties were not a thing. Sorry, lefties! Everyone was right handed. Your 



 

left hand was used for private, bathroom, matters, and your right hand was 

used for public matters. At Qumran, a Jewish religious community at the 

time of the writing, if you used your left hand, even to gesture in public, you 

would be excluded from the community for 10 days. So picture this: to hit 

someone else with your right hand, where would that blow land? The left 

cheek. To hit the right cheek, a fist would require the left hand. But we 

already established that using the left hand was out. So the only possible way 

to hit the right cheek with your right hand is to backhand the person. A 

backhand strike is not a punch to hurt someone else; but rather a slap to 

wound someone emotionally. It’s designed to insult, humiliate, and degrade. 

It was not a move administered to an equal, but rather that of a superior to a 

perceived inferior. Masters would backhand slaves; husbands would 

backhand wives; parents would backhand children; Romans would backhand 

Jews. The whole point of the backhand was to force someone who had stepped 

over their line back into their place. 

 But catch the words of Jesus: “If anyone strikes you…” this is a crowd of 

people who are accustomed to being struck. This is a crowd of Jews living 

under Roman rule, and a crowd containing women, children, and others who 

have no power or authority. Jesus basically says to them, “You don’t have to 

take this abuse anymore. If they backhand you, turn the other cheek.” By 

turning the other cheek, the servant makes it impossible for the master to 

use the backhand a second time. By offering the left cheek, the servant 

presents a great target for a blow with the right fist. But only those deemed 

equals fight with fists. And as we can imagine, the last thing the master 

wants to do is establish this servant as an equal. This simple act of turning 

the other cheek, in the words of theologian Walter Wink, “renders the master 

incapable of asserting his dominance in this relationship. By turning the 

other cheek, then, the ‘inferior’ is saying: ‘I’m a human being, just like you. I 



 

refuse to be humiliated any longer. I am your equal. I am a child of God. I 

won’t take it anymore.’”   

 Likewise, the admonition to give someone your shirt when they have 

taken your coat; it sounds like an act of imprudent generosity … of giving in a 

way that lacks wisdom. But, think about it this way, if someone has taken 

your coat and you give them your shirt, your act of generosity without 

concern for the impact to yourself, would leave you standing naked before 

your enemy. This act would leave your perpetrator with two options. One: to 

be embarrassed themselves for leaving you naked in their greediness as they 

are revealed to everyone around as the evil person they are. Or, two: 

recognize your humanity and give you your garment back. With either choice, 

the victim has their dignity restored. This teaching by Jesus is anything but 

passive. It is an active, assertive and powerful response that demands 

equality.   

 So, how does that tie to “loving your enemy?” you might wonder, by 

turning the other cheek or giving your shirt in addition to your coat, you 

demand a response from your enemy. And by doing so, you provide them with 

the possibility of restoring justice and human dignity for both themselves and 

their victims. By “loving your enemy” in this way, you create the possibility 

for transformation for your enemy. Jesus, and everyone standing in the crowd 

knows that a person standing naked before you would be considered an 

embarrassment to you and that punching a servant in the face would elevate 

their status to make them an equal. These actions demand a response while 

at the same time seeking to transform unjust relationships and restore 

humanity to those who do not have power. By responding in this way to your 

enemy, it’s still up to your enemy to act, but you have pushed pause on the 

violence and given them the opportunity to do the same and redeem 

themselves. It’s an act of love in its most profound sense.   



 

 John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, took this to heart as he created 

the general rules at the birth of the Methodist Society.  More recently, Bishop 

Reuben Job summarized Wesley’s rules in modern language: 1) Do no harm; 

2) Do good; 3) Stay in love with God. While they aren’t “Three Easy Steps to 

Better Relationships at Work,” these “Three Simple Rules” as they are called, 

exemplify Jesus’ teaching in today’s text. Through an intentional effort not to 

harm others, to do good in the world, and to grow in our faith; we love God, 

we love our neighbors, we love our enemies, and we transform the world.   

 As you know, there is currently a Special Called Session of our General 

Conference taking place in St. Louis. This worldwide gathering of the United 

Methodist Church is meant to determine how the church will move forward 

in regard to whether we welcome, marry or ordain our gay brothers and 

sisters. For over 40 years there have been two well-established camps each 

claiming scriptural superiority, with a gulf of people between them. Over the 

years many of those within the church, regardless of where they fall on this 

continuum of belief, have become unwilling or unable to hear and listen to 

others. In the meantime, great harm has been done, the church has been 

diminished in its ability to do good, and we have questioned God’s love for 

others and their love of God. The consequence of this environment leads us to 

this week where there is the possibility that the denomination many of us 

have loved, and some of us have been members of our entire lives, could 

change into something new and unknown.   

 Some of you have asked me what I think will happen. And to be totally 

honest, I don’t know. Our denomination may divide … or, it may vote not to 

change much … or, some groups may decide to leave, regardless of how the 

voting goes. We may or may not have preliminary answers this week and it’s 

likely we won’t know what the decisions mean for us locally for some time, 

but regardless of what decisions are made and what changes may come, I 



 

want you to know this: I will walk with you as Community UMC determines 

the way forward. And, I will continually call us back to today’s text and to 

Wesley’s Three Simple Rules as they lay out for us a way of life that is based 

in a generosity that may seem imprudent … and yet which embodies the 

gospel good news.   

 Maybe it is as easy as this. Do no harm … and turn the other cheek. Do 

good … and love your enemy. Stay in love with God … for the measure you 

give will be the measure you get back. Amen.   

  

 


