
The Extra Mile
(Genesis 45:3-11, 15; Luke 6:27-38)

In St John’s gospel there is a revealing detail about the response of 
some people to Jesus’ teachings.  Jesus had been talking about his 
relationship with his heavenly Father and John records “When many of 
his disciples heard it, they said, ‘This teaching is difficult; who can 
accept it?’ … Because of this many of his disciples turned back and no 
longer went about with him.”

Perhaps the teachings of Jesus we looked at last week had again drawn 
a similar response from some?  Our gospel reading begins with the 
words “But I say to you that listen…”  It could also be rendered “But I 
say to you who are still listening.”  If some of the disciples had turned 
away at Jesus’ words about those who are happy and those who are 
wretched, it would not be at all surprising.  At the time of Jesus it was 
commonly accepted that to be blessed or happy you needed to be 
important, wise, wealthy, and a scrupulous observer of the Jewish law.  
And preferably, of course, you had to be a male!  To be all these things 
demonstrated that you had been blessed by God and were pleasing to 
him.  Even today this way of thinking is not entirely absent from our 
society and even from some of our churches.

But Jesus turned all these values upside down.  He challenged them all.  
He set a child by his side to show that the greatest was the one 
regarded as the least.  He rejoiced that God had hidden truths from the 
wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.  He said that the 
last would be first and the first last.  He said that the ones who humble 
themselves would be exalted.  Jesus held that any would-be leader 
should be as one who serves.  He taught that purity of heart, which was 
within everyone’s financial reach, replaced the ritual purity which only 
the rich and leisured could afford to cultivate.

These were and still are revolutionary reversals.  They are not the values 
of the world.  They are the values of God’s kingdom.  They are values 

1



which renounce status and leadership by power and domination.  They 
are the values of Jesus himself.

Jesus goes on to say even more radical things.  Love your enemies!  
Surely not, many must have thought on hearing these words.  The 
writers of the Psalms regularly called down curses on Israel’s enemies, 
perceived to be God’s enemies as well.  “Do I not hate them, O Lord, 
that hate thee: and am I not grieved with those that rise up against 
thee?  Yea, I hate them right sore: even as though they were mine 
enemies.”  (Psalm 139:21-22).  The Zealots of Jesus’ time, one of whom 
was numbered among the twelve disciples, believed that “whoever spills 
the blood of one of the godless is like one who offers a sacrifice.”  A 
contemporary source, the Manual of Discipline of the Qumran 
community urged people to love all the sons of light and to hate all the 
sons of darkness.

Love of one’s enemies is still a formidable challenge to us today.  When 
we ask why, why should we, the answer is simply that God loves those 
who are enemies.  God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked alike.  
God is merciful.  We were once God’s enemies, as St Paul points out, 
and yet God continued to love us.  If we believe in the forgiveness of 
sins through Christ’s death, love of enemies should mark our lives.

But the command to love our enemies is too unrealistic and too idealistic 
others would cry!  It is a beautiful but impossible ideal.  And yet many 
people have lived this ideal out in their lives in the private and the public 
arena.  If we want an example from private life, we need look no further 
that the story of Joseph and his brothers.  The saga of this dysfunctional 
family is too long to be read from beginning to end in church, so we 
have an extract (the climax) for our Old Testament reading.  The story 
begins with a family riven by favouritism, pride, vainglory, envy, 
resentment, and hatred through to violence and human trafficking, 
stopping just short of murder.  It progresses, on the part of both Joseph 
and his brothers to a gentler way of living and behaving, and finally to 
forgiveness and reconciliation which we see in this morning’s reading.  If 
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we want to look at an example from the public arena we could consider 
someone like Martin Luther King Jr.  Being of an age to remember 
events in the 1950’s and 1960’s, he was a great example of love for your 
enemies.  For him love of the enemy meant resisting the racism of white 
North Americans because racism harmed its perpetrators as well as its 
victims.  It meant treating the enemy as a human being and not as an 
object, as a person who could be persuaded, not as a thing to be 
removed by violence.  It meant resisting enemies, but also regarding 
them as people for whom Christ died, and in whom the Spirit of God can 
work conversion until the day they die.

Jesus goes on to express what has come to be known as the Golden 
Rule.  “Do to others as you would have them do to you”.  And Jesus 
goes further.  Don’t restrict this, he says, to people who are like you.  
Don’t restrict it to people who love you.  Don’t restrict it to people who 
might reward you in turn.  Have the special grace to do it as a natural 
way of living that echoes the characteristics of the Most High God.

There is a real message for our times here as well as one for all times 
and places.  The Romans had a saying: “Do ut des” – “I give, so that 
you give”.  Today, we might say “Scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours”.  
In other words, we often do things with a reward in mind.  Oftentimes 
we act with this element of reciprocity and it may be quite unconscious, 
but it nevertheless shapes our behaviour.  Jesus calls us to be generous 
in mercy and resources; to go that extra mile.

Sarah Henrich, a Lutheran author and teacher, summarises this as 
follows:
Those who follow Jesus are to live as God lives, mercifully and generous 
beyond expectation, beyond comprehension.  The norm for the world is 
what “sinners” do very well indeed: they love, lend, and do good.  …  
But for disciples, for God’s people, loving, lending, and doing good are 
all about generosity that does not draw boundaries based on the 
recipients’ responses.  It is good to keep in mind that love in this 
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passage is about willing the good for another and acting on that will.  
(“Commentary on Luke 6:27-38” working preacher.org/commentaries)

Finally, we have the instruction that is perhaps the most difficult of all 
for most of us.  “Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not 
condemn, and you will not be condemned.  Forgive, and you will be 
forgiven.”  Judging others is one of the most common failings of 
humankind, and one of the hardest to overcome.  I know that it is one 
of my own most persistent and perennial failings.  One of the Desert 
Fathers, Abba Xanthias, reputedly said (perhaps a little despairingly): “A 
dog is better than I am, for he has love and he does not judge”.

This lesson of not ever judging anyone is a difficult one to learn.  Most 
of us struggle with being critical toward others or judging those we 
deem to be inferior or to fall short in some way.  But it is impossible to 
fully love God and experience spiritual freedom if we do not love our 
brothers and sisters without any kind of judgment.

Jesus commands us to be wise as serpents (that is, to use discernment), 
but to also be innocent as doves (that is, not to judge or condemn 
people when we happen to notice their faults).  Jesus opposed evil and 
evil people.  He confronted and opposed the Jewish leaders.  But he did 
not condemn.  To condemn is to judge without hope of forgiveness or 
reconciliation.  For us, a good start in emulating that lifestyle is to 
prioritize not judging others.

If we want to see this in action in the public arena we need look no 
further than the early Christian Church.  After the death of Jesus the 
early Christians had to extend God’s forgiveness to the Jewish nation 
who crucified Him, and welcome Jews into the Church.  They had to 
extend this forgiveness to members of the Roman army who had carried 
out the sentence and welcome them into the Church.  They had to 
extend this forgiveness to Saul of Tarsus and countless other 
persecutors.  And they did!
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What Jesus did and taught during His earthly ministry is of great 
importance, and it contains more than just how to gain eternal salvation.  
We need to diligently study and earnestly seek to follow His teachings in 
the Gospel – for this teacher is no less than Our Lord, and these are His 
instructions to all His disciples.

Let us pray for the grace and power to do this in the words of a collect 
from the old Book of Common Prayer:

Almighty God, who hast given thine only Son to be unto us both a 
sacrifice for sin, and also an ensample of godly life: Give us grace that 
we may always most thankfully receive that his inestimable benefit, and 
also daily endeavour ourselves to follow the blessed steps of his most 
holy life; through the same Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
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