                              “ Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life! “
                 September  30th, 2007,  Sermon  # 4:   “ Vengeance   vs.   Mercy! ”
                    ( Romans 12:14, 17-21;  Ephesians  4:29-32;  Matthew 5:38-48 )

************************************************************************
     Today we continue our 12 part sermon series entitled:  “Dying to Live:  The Baptized Life!”  The first 3 sermons laid the foundation for the rest of the sermons by focusing our attention on the blessings God gives to us in the waters of Holy Baptism!

     We learned that Baptism is one of the ways that God connects us to Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  The salvation from sin and death that Jesus accomplished for all people is given to you personally when you receive the forgiveness of sins and the Holy Spirit in the waters of Holy Baptism.

     Therefore, by the power of your Baptism you die to sin every day so that you might live as God’s children every day.  As Martin Luther writes in his Small Catechism:  “[Baptism] signifies that the sinful nature in us should, by daily contrition and repentance, be drowned and die with all sins and evil lusts and, again, a new person daily come forth and arise, who shall live before God in righteousness and purity forever.”

     Now we’re ready for the next 8 sermons in this series.  The next 8 sermons will focus on specific areas in our lives as Christians and what it means for us to live the Baptized life in those specific areas.  These sermons will bring us both pain and peace, conviction and comfort, humility and hope, judgment and Jesus!  Today’s sermon title is:  “ Vengeance vs. Mercy! “  We’re going to learn that the Baptized life means dying to evil vengeance so that we might live lives of mercy.
     We’ve all heard the following evil slogan:  “Don’t get mad.  Get even!”  Let’s face it.  People have done things to you that make you mad.  To make matters worse, some of these people might be people who should love you – a spouse, a parent, a child, a friend or even a fellow Christian here at Concordia.  These people have hurt you, and now you’re mad.

     But you’re not satisfied with being mad.  You also want to get even.  “An eye for an eye; a tooth for a tooth.”  “You hurt me, so I’m going to hurt you back!”  And so the downward spiral of hatred and vengeance continues – all the way to the pit of hell!

     We find so many ways to get even.  Some people resort to physical violence – hurting another person’s body or property.  Others get even by using wicked words that wound the emotions and reputation.  Or maybe you just use the silent treatment.  You refuse to speak with the person who hurt you.  You resist any attempt at reconciliation.  You give the “cold shoulder.”
     However, such vengeance is evil and has no place in the Baptized life.  As we heard in our reading from Romans chapter 12:  “Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written:  ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord … Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.”  What does this mean?  There are 2 points we must understand.
     First, Paul is NOT saying that you can’t protect yourself or others from those who wish to do you harm.  Instead, Paul is saying that evil vengeance should not overcome you so that you no longer understand the mercy of God for you and all sinners.
     Think about it.  God already punished the sin of the person who hurt you when God punished Jesus on the cross!  The Father took vengeance against the sin of all people when He poured out His wrath on His only Son.  So, who are you to think that you have a right to hate others and take vengeance when God has already punished all sin through Jesus’ death? If you insist that you have a right to your hatred and vengeance, you are denying that Christ already suffered God’s vengeance against our sin!
     However, there’s a second point we must consider.  Even though God desires to forgive all sinners and save them from His eternal wrath, the sin of people in this world, if left unchecked, would make civilized life impossible.  Therefore, God has established a system of wrathful vengeance in THIS WORLD for those who do evil. 

     For example, in Romans chapter 13 Paul writes:  “Everyone must submit to the governing authorities, for … the authorities that exist have been established by God.  [These authorities are] God’s … agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.”  Simply put, God uses government and law enforcement to punish those who do evil.  

     Therefore, it’s not your job as a private citizen to take vengeance!  Leave that to the police and the military!  If someone has hurt you or may hurt someone else, report them to the authorities!  However, the ultimate question we must consider is this:  “What should your personal attitude be toward the person who hurt you?”  We now turn to the words of our Lord Jesus in Matthew chapter 5.
     If you’re like me, these words of Jesus in our Gospel reading should utterly humble you.  Who can possibly live the way Jesus says we should live?  It’s hard enough to love the people close to us – spouse, children, parents, and friends.  But Jesus tells us to love even our enemies and pray for them!  If God’s mercy for us is possible only if we live up to these standards, then we’re doomed!
     However, we must understand that Jesus never meant these words to be rules that we must keep in order to be worthy of salvation.  Instead, Jesus is here teaching His forgiven children how we get to live the Baptized life.  In other words, Jesus is teaching us to say “No” to sinful vengeance and “Yes” to a life of Christ-like mercy.
     But what if someone looks at these words of Jesus and says:  “I have a right to my hatred and vengeance!  If this is how Jesus wants me to live, then I’d rather not be His child!”  Sadly, such a person will get what he or she wishes!  When we are overcome by the evil desires of our sinful nature, there’s no room for Jesus’ mercy in our lives.

     Therefore, the Holy Spirit uses these words of Jesus to humble our sinful pride.  The Spirit then leads the humbled sinner to Jesus, our Savior, who loves His enemies and prays for those who persecute Him.  Only Jesus’ mercy can give us new hearts that long to live the Baptized life.

     So, how does Jesus want us to live the Baptized life?  Jesus says:  “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you:  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  The Jewish Rabbis in Jesus’ day taught that you should love those who love you, and hate those who hate you.  But the Old Testament never says that we should hate our enemies!  Instead, Leviticus 18:18 reads:  “Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself.  I am the Lord.”
     Of course, just like one Jewish teacher in Jesus’ day, we want to excuse our vengeance.  So we ask God:  “Who is my neighbor?”  Jesus gives this answer:  “EVERYONE is your neighbor – even your enemy!”  

     In fact, we are ALL enemies of God by nature!  We sin against God every day by thought, word and deed.  But Jesus was willing to die for us, His enemies.  He turned the other cheek to those who beat Him.  He gave His last piece of clothing to the soldiers who crucified Him.  Jesus went the extra mile for you – all the way to the cross!  Jesus gives forgiveness and mercy to His enemies who beg for it.

     You see, Jesus’ seemingly unrealistic statements at the beginning of our Gospel reading are fulfilled in His acts of mecry for us!  When the mercy of Jesus claims you as His own in Baptism you are then set free to live the Baptized life, which means dying to sinful vengeance and living a life of mercy.

     However, at this point I need to make some clarifications.  Jesus is not saying that we should never defend ourselves or others.  Nor is Jesus saying that we should enable people who wish to do evil.  Instead, Jesus is teaching that His mercy toward us should define how we treat others.  
     For example, when Jesus says you should “turn the other cheek” He means that it is better to suffer wrong then to let vengeance rule your life.  If we Christians are ever persecuted for what we believe, Jesus would have us pray for those who persecute us.  

     When Jesus says “let someone sue you for most of your clothing” He means that it would be better to let go of what rightfully belongs to you than to let vengeance enslave you.  Once there were some brothers and sisters who were fighting over an inheritance left to them by their deceased parents.  Finally, one of the siblings was convicted and said:  “You can have my money!  I’d rather give up my inheritance than live in hatred and vengeance with you, my brothers and sisters.”  

     When Jesus says “do more work than someone forces you to do” He means that it would be better to do more than is expected of you than to be enslaved by vengeance.  When you do something because you want to do it, out of mercy and love, then you are truly free and a slave to no one!  
     When Jesus says “give to the person who asks you for help” He means that it is better to show mercy to a needy enemy than to withhold help from him or her because of a vengeful heart.
     However, these teachings of Jesus do not mean that we should be foolish in the way we show mercy.  For example, concerning Jesus’ words about giving to those who ask you, Martin Luther wrote the following:  “Christ is not telling me to give what I have to any scoundrel that comes along and to deprive my family of it or others who may need it and whom I am obliged to help, and then to suffer want myself and become a burden to others.  He is not saying that we should give and lend to everybody, but ‘to him who begs from us,’ that is, to the one who really needs it.”
     Simply put, our motive for everything is MERCY!  If someone is irresponsible or refuses to work, even if able, then the loving thing may be NOT to give to him or her.  As the Apostle Paul lovingly said to some lazy Christians in Thessalonica:  “If you won’t work, you won’t eat!”  
     However, if someone is truly needy and we have the means to help them, then the mercy of Jesus moves us to show mercy to such people – even if they are our enemies!  Again, the point is that our motive should always be MECRY!  Jesus said:  “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”
     But what comfort or hope do we have when we find that we can’t always live up to Jesus’ expectations?  What should we do when we find that we continue to struggle with feelings of hatred or when we are tempted to take vengeance?  The fact is, no matter how hard we try to live a life of mercy we will find that we are always doing battle with the vengeful attitudes of our sinful nature.

     The Good News is that you can come to Jesus with your sinful hatred and vengeful spirit, and He will show you mercy.  He died on the cross for your sins of hatred and sinful vengeance.  Come to Jesus with your sins, and He will show you mercy!  
     As Jesus’ mercy fills your life you will be moved to have mercy on others – even your enemies!  Because of Jesus, you will not be overcome by evil.  Instead, Jesus will help you to overcome evil with good.  
     So, when your enemy is hungry, feed him.  This will put “burning coals on his head,” which is a symbol of the shame a person feels when their evil deeds are repaid with love and mercy.  Such a person will ask you:  “Why are you so merciful to me when I’ve treated you so badly?”  Then you can point him or her to Jesus, who has mercy on His enemies and whose love transforms our lives.

     Today we’ve learned that living the Baptized life means dying to sinful vengeance and living a life of mercy.  We are free to live the Baptized life because God did not take vengeance against us for our sin.  Instead, God poured out His wrath on Jesus so that He could show mercy to you, His enemies.

     In the waters of Baptism you were washed with the mercy of Jesus, and now you are free to live the Baptized life, which is a daily battle – Vengeance vs. Mercy.  But Jesus has already given you the victory!  God has had mercy on you, and now you are free to show mercy to others.  Amen!

