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Passengers aboard a luxurious cruise ship were having a great time when a beautiful young woman fell overboard. Immediately they heard a splash, and there in the water beside her was an 80-year-old man going to her aid. The crew pulled them both out of the treacherous waters. The captain was grateful as well as astonished that the white-haired old man performed such an act of bravery. That night a banquet was given in honor of the ship's elderly hero. He was called forward to receive an award and was asked to say a few words.
He said, “First of all, I'd like to know who pushed me.”
Sometimes God wants us to speak up. Sometimes God wants us to take action. Because neither are easy, there are times we need to be pushed. 
There are people who thrive on danger and conflict. They like to fight. It’s like a sport to them, feeding an adrenalin rush. There are even vocations that specialize in confrontation. Police officers have to be prepared to confront a criminal at any time who is not going to say, “Gee officer, I’m so sorry I caused a problem. I’ll just lay down my weapon and surrender now.” Prosecutors and defense attorneys both exert great energy in open (but hopefully civil) conflict with one another, and judges must maintain order and seek to find out who is lying and who is telling the truth. In a courtroom, confrontation is the order of the day. And of course we all know that politicians accuse each other of the most atrocious things. As hard as I find it to get my mind around this, some people actually relish the fight and don’t give a rip what another person’s opinion of them is. I am not one of them. Chances are, most of you are not either. For the majority of us conflict takes a toll, and the higher the stakes, the greater the toll.
Unfortunately, it is not possible to be alive and stay above the fray. Paul acknowledges this in the letter to the Romans when he says: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” (Romans 12:18) So what does the Lord require of us? Quite simply, there are times when peace at any price will not do. We will have to stand up and be counted when we would much rather sit down and be invisible. In the Old Testament according to the prophet Micah God asks us to do three things. We are to:
1. Act justly.

2. Love mercy, and
3. Walk humbly with our God.

In the New Testament we find an additional requirement that overlaps these three. We are to represent Christ to the world, revealing the gospel in our character, our actions, and our words. 
The worst that can happen to us today for standing up for what is right and acknowledging our faith before others is that we can be ridiculed, ostracized or fired. The worst that could happen in the first century and in many places around the globe today, is death. We keep our mouths shut and try to fade away into the woodwork simply because we don’t want to be unpopular! The people Jesus spoke to were being asked to pay a much higher price. One consequence of following Christ for the first believers after Jesus’ death and resurrection was that they could be interrogated by the leaders of their synagogue and thrown out. This wasn’t just an inconvenience. It meant losing family, friends, social standing, economic livelihood because no one would do business with them, and a financial safety net because it was the local synagogues and the Temple that provided emergency aid for widows, orphans and the poor. To be called before the civil authorities was even more dangerous, because it could result in execution or exile. And yet Jesus said, “Do not be afraid of those who have the power to kill the body but not the soul, rather fear the one who has the power to throw you into Gehenna,” or hell. 
Gehenna was an actual place, a rocky valley outside of Jerusalem. In ancient times apostate Israelites had sacrificed their children to the god Molech there. At the time of Jesus it was a no man’s land of constantly burning pottery kilns and piles of garbage—basically the city dump. This physical place was used as a symbol for another reality, the spiritual place of darkness and fire, away from God and all that was pure. Interestingly, the one Jesus was speaking of, the one with the power to throw us into Gehenna, is not Satan. Nowhere in scripture are we told to fear Satan. Respect yes, fear no. Satan has been defeated on the cross and he has no authority over us. The one we are to fear, is God. This takes some careful unpacking on our part, because fear for us has a very negative connotation. I don’t know of anyone who thinks of fear in a positive light.

The kind of fear Jesus was speaking of is ultimate respect and awe. It is reverence. And we are to revere this God because this is the God who even cares for the sparrows, who knows and loves us so much that each hair on our head is numbered. This is the God we should worship. This is the God we should walk humbly with. We are to be much more concerned with what God thinks of us than we should be about the opinions or actions of others. 
The first part of Jesus’ injunction is do not be afraid. The second part is stand up and be counted. Jesus knew full well what his followers would face when he challenged them with his next statement, saying: “Whoever publicly acknowledges me before others, the Son of Man will also acknowledge before the angels of God. But whoever disowns me before others will be disowned before the angels of God. And everyone who speaks a word against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but anyone who blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven.” In the next three centuries thousands were martyred for not disowning Christ before others and staying true to their faith.
These are strong warnings. They are often ignored today yet this principle has always been central to Christianity. If our faith is real, then we must be willing to put our lives on the line. If we tremble at the thought we can take heart in the fact that everyone does too. Those who are confident in their own strength, like Peter, end up denying Christ and failing. (Matt. 26: 33-35) Only when we open ourselves to God’s power can we stay faithful under fire. We blaspheme against the Holy Spirit who dwells within us if we deny and reject Christ and do not repent. The only “unforgivable sin” is just this—to refuse the grace of God found in Jesus Christ. 
On the face of it, being Christ-like sounds like it will make everyone love us. Who wouldn’t love someone who is like Jesus? But even a very superficial read of the New Testament reveals that a lot of people did not like Jesus, and the same type of people who were his enemies, will be ours. If we accurately reflect the nature of Christ we will not be wishy-washy saps. His love was a strong love. Jesus was not afraid to confront hypocrisy head on. The concept of “gentle Jesus meek and mild” is not biblical. Christianity may be legal and no one is going to throw us to the lions today, but the underlying struggle between good and evil is still there.

So what type of people can we expect to be our enemies?

· Those who spend their lives scheming, lying and manipulating to get ahead. They hate people who see the truth, and they hate people who speak the truth even more.

· Those who worship money above all else and whose self-worth is based on what they possess. They will consider any spiritual interpretation of life to be naïve, impractical and the result of an overactive imagination.

· Those who are genuinely evil, who take pleasure in harming others.
· Those who know that they are doing something wrong and have taken great pains to suppress and ignore their own consciences. Pilate may fit this description, as may your boss or colleague at work who is cooking the books or having an affair. People who are being challenged by the Holy Spirit and their own consciences to face the truth about themselves often push back hard. Even the presence of a Christian is a reminder of their guilt. 

We are not persecuted for our faith in 21st century America in the same way Christians living in Iran or Pakistan or China are. The opposition we face is far more subtle. But it is still there, because “good” will always find a ready opponent in “evil.” The battle never goes away. It just takes on different guises. If we allow ourselves to be overcome by fear we become incapacitated and useless. We’re like salt that has lost its taste. (Matthew 5: 13-14) Fear is a matter of perspective. What people can do to us is limited. It is God who is eternal and God is in charge. If we live in fear we will not be able to act justly or love mercy because we’ll be more worried about what other people will think or do. We won’t stand up to a bully and protect someone if we are afraid of being bullied ourselves. We won’t report corruption or try to make systemic change if we’re paralyzed by dread. But we can be gloriously unafraid, immune to the criticism and pressure we might face, because where it really counts, they can’t hurt us. We do not need to worry about what to say or how to defend ourselves, because when the time comes the Holy Spirit will give us the right words. And we can do all of this if our focus is on God, not on ourselves. When we look to God to be our strength, it is amazing what happens. We can be the voice of God, and the arms, hands and feet of God in the world, bringing change and healing to our world if we remember just one simple thing: It is God’s opinion that counts, nothing else. Amen. 
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