
Friend of Christ, Enemy of Christ, or Both? 
Rev. David Reynolds 
Luke 4: 21-30 
 
The scene remains as clear as day in my mind. I think maybe it was one of my major 
conversion experiences to the gospel. Now, mind you I had been raised in the church, in a 
devoutly Christian family. I had gone through confirmation at age twelve, been active in 
Sunday School and church youth group, and at around age sixteen, gone to the altar one night 
at the end of a Lay Witness Mission, seeking to know Christ more fully and to try to figure out 
a little more just where I was in relation to him. But, this experience, this was definitely more 
of a conversion to the gospel than any of that. 
 
I was home from college the summer after my sophomore year. Now, I'd already had a further 
kind of conversion experience in college that had led to me deciding to major in religion, and 
go into something (teaching I thought at the time) having to do with the gospel. But, I was 
home, and I'd been taking lots of religion classes that really excited me for a good three 
semesters by then, and I had put a lot of things together about the faith in my mind. Things had 
come together in ways I'd never realized, and it was very deepening and exciting. 
 
Soon after coming come that summer, standing in the kitchen I got in a theological discussion 
with my mother. Well, it soon took on more of the character of a theological disagreement and 
so she became, in my mind, the outsider, the one needing to be enlightened and corrected, the 
one needing to be changed by, of course, me. And I was a step ahead of her at every turn, until 
finally I sealed my argument and there was nothing she could say. And her eyes filled with 
tears. Funny thing, the argument was about the pervasiveness of human sin and pride. Her eyes 
filled with tears and in that moment suddenly I knew myself as the chief example of that very 
argument I was making. In that moment I knew myself as an enemy of the gospel, a person 
who as a Christian needed God's grace and forgiveness as much as anyone in the world. 
 
Strange thing, in showing me myself in that way, there was Christ loving me most deeply.  
They thought they knew him, but they didn't. The people in his hometown, the good people of 
Nazareth thought they knew Jesus intimately, but they didn't. I mean, it was a small village and 
they'd watched him grow up, known him and his brothers and sisters all their lives. They'd 
perhaps even known him as a young adult, taking over in the carpenter's shop for Joseph. But, 
they really didn't know him at all. I mean, he was love incarnate, but they experienced him that 
day in the synagogue, as a threat.  
 
What happened that day? He stood up to read the scripture from Isaiah and he read it very 
eloquently apparently, and then he sat down in the preacher's chair to preach on this scripture 
he'd read. And all the people in the synagogue were watching and listening expectantly, eyes 
fastened on him, and Luke says that they were surprised and amazed at how well he spoke! 
And they were remarking to each other, “Isn't this Joseph's son, the one we've known since he 
was a youngster.” And you can just hear them kind of chuckling and saying, isn't that 
something! But, then something happens, and as Luke tells it Jesus seems to have provoked it 
himself. He puts words in their mouths! He says to them, “Doubtless, you'll say 'Do here for us 
what we heard you did in Capernaum.'” 
 
Now there's a reason he did that, and I think it's this. He sensed already in their reaction about 
how eloquently he spoke, and in their presumed familiarity and claiming of him, that by 
focusing on him in that way, they were taking something profound and important and making it 
safe and shallow. That is, he sensed that they would not be able to hear and receive God's word, 
from their own scriptures, for them. It's a common problem. Any preacher will tell you, the 
more familiar a biblical passage is to a person or a congregation, the harder it is, either for the 
preacher in writing the sermon, or for the congregation to really hear the passage as a Word of 



God that comes with power for them, and not just for those people out there. We think we 
already know what it says, and so we've got it all tucked away safe and secure where it can't 
confront us. 
 
You see, what's wrong with their presumed request that he do for them what they'd heard he did 
for the people in Capernaum is that it assumes that this God who is announced and known in 
their  scriptures is and should be all about them and their needs as they've defined them. “This 
is one of our own, and he's got these wonderful gifts to offer: do for us!” And Jesus confronts 
that right away, and then lays it out clearly in his sermon. The gist of which was: there were 
lots of widows in Israel during the time of the great famine of three and a half years, but God 
sent Elijah to none of  them, but to a widow in Sarepta in Sidon. And there were lots of lepers 
in Israel during the time of Elisha, but the only one Elisha cleansed was Naaman the Syrian. 
That is, God goes in love to your enemies, even to those you think of as God's enemies. Says 
Jesus, it's not about you and your needs as you've defined them at all. What they couldn't see 
was that he was loving them. They heard that as a threat. He's gone over to the side of our 
enemies! He must be possessed; he's gone over to the side of God's enemies!  

 
You see, it's we who determine how we experience the love of God. The New Testament has 
stated clearly “God is love,” and God cannot act against his nature. God doesn't have a mental 
disorder. God doesn't suffer from schizophrenia, unable to decide whether we really need 
loving or whether we really need killing! God is love and love is what God is always putting 
forth. It's we who determine how we experience the love of God. The fact is, just like the folks 
in Nazareth, we often experience God's love as threatening. Because, how do we deal with the 
feeling that we in some sense we could die, as a people, individually, as a church? 
 
I mean if we go too far toward those who are different from us, who think differently, who 
dress differently, who look different, who worship differently, who believe differently, then we 
as we have always known and defined ourselves could cease to exist! That feels like death, 
doesn't it? That is death in a sense. And yet, that is what Jesus calls us to do, to die to all those 
self and community definitions of who we are in order to live for God, in order to live God's 
love that goes to enemies, both ours and those we've defined as His. 
 
Listen to this story. Jesus loved the people of Nazareth. He loved them enough to see and to 
offer what they really needed. He loved those good church-goers enough to show them the 
sinful, prideful, partisan secrets of their own hearts. He realized that what those good church-
goers most needed that day, more than anything, was to see their own status as enemies of God, 
to know their own continued need for grace and forgiveness just as much as anyone else, even 
their enemies, even those of a different religion or race or nationality. That they might be able 
to receive the forgiveness they needed and start on a new path.  
 
Friends, Jesus when he comes to us over and over and over in the moments and days of our 
lives always presents us with just that stark of a choice. Either we can see ourselves clearly 
once again as we have been and all the ways we continue to be Christ's enemies and receive 
forgiveness and be converted that much more again and again. Or, we can refuse to see that, 
seeing that possibility instead as a threat and become angry like the church-goers in Nazareth. 
 
But, that insight is central to who we are as disciples. Just like Jesus disciples at the time of the 
resurrection, to be a disciple means to be one who thinks you're a friend of Jesus but who 
comes to realize again and again that you have behaved as his enemy and continue to be in as 
much need of forgiveness as anyone you can imagine. You see it's that insight into ourselves 
that frees us to go out in love to those who are different, even to those we've thought of as 
enemies. And to the extent that we experience that as a threat is the extent to which we need to 
experience again the love of God even for enemies like us. 
 



What happens when the call to go out to those not like us in love feels like a threat, feels like 
death? Well listen, death is not our concern! We are those called to live as those ready to die! 
Our task is not to ensure our own survival! Our life and our death are held securely in God's 
love. Our task is not to ensure our own survival, as individuals, or even as a church. You know, 
we get worried about our survival, don't we? We look around here and we don't see enough 
younger families, or youth or children. But, let me tell you something, as long as we are 
focused on that for survival reasons, we won't see them, because we won't be being the body of 
Christ. 
 
We should be concerned that there aren't enough young families or youth or children among us. 
But that's a ministry concern not a survival concern! We should be concerned because it means 
we aren't finding ways to get out beyond our doors to serve and to meet the spiritual needs of 
those people. Our task is not survival. It is not that we will always have this church as we've 
always known it, just with more people like us to carry it on. Our task as disciples who've come 
to see ourselves over and over acting as Christ's enemies, is to relax into the discovery of 
ourselves as fully loved by God even so. 
 
Friends, we are fully loved by God just as we are, as individuals and as Elkton UMC, just as we 
presently are. And if we can relax into that discovery, then like a plant that reaches for the sun, 
we will always to reaching out toward that love of God that embraces all. We will be focused 
not on us and what we need in and for our church, but on giving ourselves away, on finding 
ways to serve in our surrounding community outside our doors, on finding ways to serve those 
different from us, who may have different needs than we do, who may have different ways of 
knowing and experiencing God, on finding ways of letting those people experience us as a 
community of hospitality and grace where they can experience God in the ways they long to. 
 
What happens when we feel like we may die, when we experience the true challenge before us 
as a threat? We must not shut our eyes to ourselves, as those in Nazareth did. We must see our 
true status clearly and so know again that God's love is big enough for us all, enemies and 
friends, alike and different. Let us be the body of Christ. You see, Christ never cared for his 
own survival. He cared only for ever expanding and expending the love of God. 
 
Amen. 


