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I think it's fair to say that I am an excellent husband.  No really, I really am!  

I suppose I could illustrate this in dozens of ways, but in the interest of time, 

let me just give you one illustration. 
  

When we entertain, I am an excellent husband.  I really am!  Because I am 

incredibly helpful to Becky.  Becky will ask me to put another leaf in the 

dining room table, and I'm all over it.  She'll ask me to get down the glasses, 

to clean out the pitchers and prep the ice tea—done and done.  Becky will ask 

me to get some ice and set up the ice bucket, and I do.  She'll ask me to pick 

up the mung lying around the house and hide it back in our bedroom—no 

problem.  She even asks me to make the coffee, and even though I'm not a 

coffee drinker, and even though no one ever drinks the coffee I make—

nonetheless, I make it right up.  And when the company has left, I'm as helpful 

as I can be—Becky asks me to help her with this or with that, and I do this or 

that in a cheerful and helpful manner.  Because I am an excellent husband. 
  

Now, I suppose you could nitpick and suggest it might be more accurate to 

say that I'm a reactively helpful husband.  And that's probably true.  Because 

when we entertain, I don't take any responsibility.  I don't think up the menu, 

I don't make up the grocery list, I don't figure out the color scheme of the 

tablecloth, napkins and plates.  I don't spend any time thinking about how the 

food should be served or making sure the candles are replaced.  Because that's 

Becky's job.  She's the active entertainer, she's the one who's invested and 

responsible—I'm just the helper.  But whatever she asks me to do, I'm happy 

to react and be helpful.  Because I'm an excellent husband.  
 

*   *   * 
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Our Scripture passage this morning focuses on this distinction between active 

and reactive, between being an active Christian and a reactive Christian.  

Listen to God's word from the sixth chapter of The Gospel of Luke: 
 

 "Do not judge others, and you will not be judged.  Do not condemn others, and 

you won't be condemned.  Forgive others, and you will be forgiven.  Give, and 

you will receive.  Your gift will return to you in full --pressed down, shaken 

together to make room for more, running over, and poured into your lap.  The 

amount you give will determine the amount you get back."  
  

There are two ways we can interpret what Jesus is saying here.  The traditional 

way is to understand these words like this: The way we treat others is the way 

God will treat us. 

 If we don't judge others, God won't judge us. 

 If we forgive others, God will forgive us. 

 If we give to others, God will give to us.   

And that's a completely legitimate way to interpret what Jesus is saying. 
  

But there's another way to interpret Jesus' words, and it's just as legitimate: 

The way we treat others is the way others will treat us. 

 If we don't judge others, they won't judge us.  

 If we forgive others, they will forgive us. 

 If we give to others, they will give back to us. 
 

This morning, I want to focus on this second way of interpreting Jesus' 

words—how we treat others is how others will treat us.  Understood this way, 

Jesus' teaching is classic proverbial wisdom: common sense, real world, 

practical advice on how to live a successful life.  It can be summarized as "you 

reap what you sow." If you sow acceptance, you'll reap acceptance; if you sow 

forgiveness, you'll reap forgiveness; if you sow generosity, you'll reap 

generosity. 
  

Now, like all proverbial, common sense wisdom, we know there are 

exceptions to the rule.  But that's exactly the point: it's the exception when our 

generosity is met with stinginess; when our acceptance is met with judgment; 
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when our forgiveness is met with rejection.  The exceptions prove the rule—

you reap what you sow, what goes around comes around, if you create good 

will you will receive good will, there is karma in this life. 
  

But here's the more important thing about Jesus' words: Jesus is talking about 

an active lifestyle, not a reactive lifestyle: 

 Jesus doesn't say, "If someone doesn't judge you, you shouldn't judge 

them."  That's reactive. 

 Jesus doesn't say, "If someone forgives you, you should forgive them."  

That's reactive. 

 Jesus doesn't say, "If someone gives to you, you should give them 

something back."  That's reactive. 

When we phrase Jesus' words in this way, everything is passive, it's all 

reactive.  All Jesus would be asking of us is that we reciprocate the kindnesses 

we've received.  Instead, Jesus is charging us to be active disciples: 

 "Don't judge others"—that's on you, you are creating the cycle of 

acceptance. 

 "Forgive others"—that's on you, you are initiating the power of grace. 

 "Give to others"—that's on you, you are the one generating the dynamic 

of generosity. 

In other words, what Jesus is teaching us to do is to pay it forward. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Pay it forward.  It's such a simple phrase, it's such a catchy phrase, that I think 

we miss what a powerful phrase it is.  Because "pay it forward" flies in the 

face of how were raised.  You see, we were raised to "pay it back".  From a 

very early age, we were taught that when someone does something nice to us, 

we need to find an opportunity to be nice back to them.  And when someone 

compliments us, we find the opportunity to compliment them back.  And when 

someone gives us a gift, we make the opportunity to give a thank you gift back 

to them.  We pay it back. 
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But can you see?  Paying it back is reactive living.  Because "pay it back" 

leaves all the action, all the initiative, all the responsibility with the other 

person—he forgives first, she refuses to judge first, he gives first.  She's the 

one doing the sowing, he's the one initiating the good will, she's the one 

creating kindness. 
  

But Jesus isn't interested in reactive living.  Jesus isn't interested in reactive 

living because all it asks of us is the bare minimum.  Reactive living means 

we've given up the initiative.  Reactive living means we're not taking 

responsibility.  If all we do is live reactively, then it's always up to someone 

else to start the redemptive dynamic of acceptance and forgiveness and giving.  

And Jesus doesn't want it to be left up to someone else—he wants it to be up 

to you and me.  He wants us to be the people that initiate goodness in this 

world.  He wants us to pay it forward. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Some of you might be aware of the fact that the great Chinese teacher and 

philosopher, Confucius, taught his own version of the Golden Rule.  People 

will tell you this to imply that Jesus' teaching isn't that original.  But listen 

carefully.  Confucius says, "What you do not wish for yourself, do not do to 

others".1  But Jesus says, "Do to others whatever you would like them to do to 

you" (Matt 7:12).  Can you hear the difference?  Confucius' words are passive 

and reactive: "Don't do to others what you don't want them to do to you."  In 

other words, don't steal, don't cheat, don't cut the other driver off on the road.  

Confucius' words sound more like the Hippocratic Oath: "First do no harm."  

Which is all fine and good, but all of us want more out of our doctors than that 

they don't harm us!  Basically, Confucius is saying, "Don't be a jerk"—it's a 

very low ethical bar.  But Jesus' command is active, it's about initiating, it's 

about taking responsibility: "Do to others what you would like them to do to 

you."  This isn't a low bar.  Jesus is asking more of us, he's asking us to pay it 

                                      
1 Lunyu 12.2 
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forward—to start the kindness, to initiate the caring, to be responsible to do 

the loving thing first. 
 

*   *   * 
  

And so the question is: what about you?  Are you a reactive Christian or an 

active Christian? 
  

A re-active Christian is the kind of Christian that's all about what he doesn't 

do.  What's the old Baptist line?  "I don't drink, smoke, cuss or chew, or go 

with the girls that do."  Magnificently reactive!  The reactive Christian decides 

not to gossip—which is a good thing.  The reactive Christian decides not push 

back when someone pushes him—which is a good thing.  The reactive 

Christian chooses not to cut in line—which is a good thing.  If that's your 

Christian life—reactive discipleship—you're certainly not a bad person.  But 

you're mostly a whole lot of "not". 
  

Whereas the active Christian life is all about what you do.  The active 

Christian first asks, "How can I serve here?"—and then does it.  The active 

Christian is focused on how she can treat others well rather than reacting to 

how she's being treated.  The active Christian looks to do the loving thing in 

whatever situation he finds himself in—and does it.   
  

Because the Christian life is about paying it forward.  Pay it forward with your 

judgments: judge your friends kindly and graciously.   Pay it forward with 

forgiveness: be the initiator of forgiveness and reconciliation in your family.  

And pay it forward with your giving: be the standard of generous living to 

those around you. 
  

The truth is, it's a lot harder being an active Christian rather than a reactive 

Christian.  Lots of us got caught up in the World Cup this past summer.  And 

there's no sport where it's clearer than in soccer that it's easier playing defense 

than offense.  Thus the low scoring.  But did you notice—every player that 

was singled-out for his outstanding play, none of them were goaltenders or 

middle-backs.  The superstars are all on offense.  Because it takes creativity 
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to see the field and anticipate the moves of your teammates and opponents 

and deliver with precision the right pass at the right time.  And it takes focus 

to fire off a shot—on goal, one time, to finish—no matter how the ball is 

delivered to you.  Playing defense is reactive; all the stars are active, they're 

playing offense. 
 

*   *   * 
  

And this difference between active and reactive discipleship is equally true 

when it comes to stewardship.  
  

You know, we always tend to shape our stewardship drives around the "pay it 

back" mentality: Think about what Liberty means to you, think about all the 

blessings you've received through Liberty, then respond in kind to support the 

church financially."  It's 100% reactive.  It's just like all the other giving in our 

lives—we wait until the solicitation letter arrives in the mail before we give.  

But that's just like me and entertaining—I'm not taking any responsibility for 

it.  It's not my issue and it's not my problem.  When Becky asks me for help—

sure, I'll help, because I'm an excellent husband.  But it's all reactive. 
  

But what would it be like to be an active Christian steward?  Can you imagine 

approaching stewardship like this: "God has blessed me with all of these 

resources, more than I need for myself and my family.  How can I use them 

actively for God and his kingdom?  How can I use my time, and my skills, 

and my money?  I'm not going to wait until someone asks me.  I'm going to 

put them to work right now." 
  

What if we didn't need a stewardship campaign that says, "Here's where we 

need your help."  Because each one of us was invested in God's work in and 

through Liberty, and we anticipated where the funding needs are, and we 

stepped up and led the way: "I've got this money here.  What's the best way I 

can put this to work for God?" 
 

*   *   * 
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Friends, the essence of being Christ's disciple is living an active, not a 

reactive, Christian life.  It's true for what we say, it's true for what we do, and 

it's true for how we give.  And the best way for us to live in God's will, to 

experience the active life that Jesus taught us and modeled us, is to pay it 

forward.  AMEN 
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