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May 7, 2016 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church 
Matthew 5:43-47; 7:12  The Challenge of Change: Is Civility Biblical, 
by Andy McDonald 
 
Every four  years in our American culture we are privileged to be part 
selecting the leader of our nation. Part of the great American 
experiment, is the peaceful transition of power, so far, between two 
parties who attempt to solve societal issues and world relations from 
opposing points of view. 
 
It is that “opposing point of view” that ends up making every fourth 
year in this great country, a year of incivility.  This year has been no 
exception and maybe even more egregious than some years of 
political wrangling.  As the first of the political debates began this 
year, as speeches were televised, and heated moments were caught on 
film, I think we were all too aware of the climate of incivility. 
  
If you look up the word civility it is defined  as a formal politeness 
and courtesy in behavior or speech. The origins of the word come 
from the mid 16th century and then referred to those who possessed 
the quality of having been schooled in the humanities. 
 
Debates among academics in those olden days, and in many places 
still today, would be marked with civility.  Formal titles would be 
used to show respect for those even with whom there was strong 
vociferous differences in points of view. During a heated argument 
you still might be referred to as “my worthy opponent doctor or 
professor so in so.” 
 
From definitions rooted in academia, today civility has simply come 
to mean civilized conduct and courteous and polite expression. 
 
Synonyms for Civility would be words like, politeness, courtesy, 
good manners, courteousness, respect, graciousness, consideration 
while the antonym would be rudeness. 
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Globally  we seem to be in an error of incivility.  Throwing insults, 
being impolite, discourteous, disrespectful, rude,  ungracious and 
dismissive seems to plague our world. 
 
Differing groups are anything but civil. 
 The rivalry between  Shite and Sunni Muslims  
  Those in Europe facing an onslaught of refugees some who wish to 
welcome and other who fear the immigrant  
   Russia and Ukraine 
    We don’t have to go too far back in history to remember the 
incivility between Serbs and Croads  
     Hutus and Tutsi  
      Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland 
 
If we just look at the history we would tend to agree with Blaise 
Pascal when he said,  “Men never do evil so completely and 
cheerfully as when they do it for religious conviction.”   
 
So I think the question that makes up today’s sermon title demands an 
answer, “Is Civility Biblical?” 
Is it Biblical to be courteous, polite, practice good manners, to be 
respectful and gracious, is this Biblical? 
 
As Christians living in the 21st century, as Christians who profess that 
we want our lives to line up with God’s will as revealed in scripture, I 
believe in a time of increasing incivility it is important to ask 
ourselves, “Is Civility Biblical?” 
 
There have been centuries of history in this new world we call 
America when it was just assumed that Christianity had validity and 
that the very foundation and fabric of this nation has roots in 
Christendom.  But the landscape has changed.   
 
Dan Kimball was shaken awake as he and his team interviewed  
today’s 20 and 30 year olds and found these to be the top six common 
perceptions of the Christian church: 
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1. The Church is an organized religion with a political agenda. 
2. The Church is judgmental and negative. 
3. The Church is dominated by males and oppresses females. 
4. The Church is homophobic. 
5. The Church arrogantly claims all other religions are wrong. 
6. The Church is full of fundamentalists who take the whole 

Bible literally. 
 
The sad reality is that often when we Christians are confronted with 
this negative summary about our church we fail to respond with 
civility.   
 
We’ve all watched as those who claim the name of Christ speak out 
and protest and march and bomb and exclude and ostracize in terribly 
uncivil ways, all in the name of Jesus.  
 
And so we must ask is civility Biblical? 
 
Not just because of the gross incivility in the public arena but this 
month as we focus on change in the internal culture of our church,as 
we focus on church etiquette we must lay the foundation by asking if 
civility is Biblical? 
 
I believe it is and I find it’s foundation in the teachings of Jesus.   He 
calls us and all who would follow him to an almost unimaginable 
ethic. 
 
If you have your Bibles with you or on your phone our text for today 
is Matthew 5:43-47.  This is part of Jesus’ famous sermon on the 
mount.  It opens with these words: “When Jesus saw the crowds he 
went up on the mountainside and sat down.  His disciples gathered 
around and he began to teach them.”   Now just 43 verses into his 
teaching we come to these words:  
“You have heard that the law of Moses says, ‘Love your neighbor’ 
and hate your enemy. 
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I imagine there were those in the audience that nodded their heads. 
This makes sense love your neighbor and hate your enemy.  Now the 
reality is that Leviticus 19:18 does say “Love your neighbor.” But 
there’s no Mosaic law that says hate your enemy.  It was likely a 
popular maxim.  Hatred of other is a natural byproduct of pride in 
self, and his audience, sure they are the rightful recipients of God’s 
blessing as children of Abraham, they saw themselves not as just blest 
but as superior and  looked with contempt on non-Jews. 
 
Jesus continues, “But I say, love your enemies! Pray for those who 
persecute you!” 
 
We are called not just to love our neighbor but we are called to love 
those who are against us, who see things differently, who actively 
wish to do us harm. 
 
Later Paul will poetically teach us what that means, how we act, how 
we behave if we are loving.  Our mission is to love people into a 
lifelong friendship with God.  Paul teaches us what it means to love 
what love looks like.   
It means we will be patient and kind.  Not jealous or boastful or proud 
or rude. If we are loving people we are acting with gracious civility 
toward them. We won’t be irritable. We won’t nurse wounds keeping 
a list of how and when we were wronged. We will seek justice and 
want truth to win. We won’t give up on people, or lose faith.  We will 
always be hopeful and we will endure through every circumstance.” 
 
When we are called to treat our enemies, those with whom we 
absolutely disagree, those with a polar opposite political position,  
those with deep philosophical and theological differences , those who 
actively seek our downfall and ruin, these we are called to treat with 
civility. 
 
Why?  Jesus gives us the answer.  When we love our enemies, when 
we treat them with civility , “In that way you will be acting as true 
children of your Father in heaven.  For he gives his sunlight to both 



5 
 
the evil and the good, and he sends rain on the just and on the unjust, 
too.” 
 
Jesus is teaching that God blesses his enemies. 
 
“If you love only those who love you, what good is that?  Even 
corrupt tax collectors do that much.  If you are kind only to your 
friends, how are you different from anyone else?  Even pagans do 
that.” 
 
Groups unite us and groups divide us.  
We feel at home with our group.  We like our group.  We are the 
“US” against  the “THEM”.  The “Them” are the ones not like us. 
 
And whether it is a friendly rivalry  between  Chevy and Ford owners,  
Or the more serious philosophical and theological points of view 
Or race and ethnicity 
Or  whatever, it can and often does move not just different opinions, 
but to rightness and wrongness, and war. 
 
Jesus illustrates God’s civility toward all humanity in the fact that all, 
just and unjust, evil and good, benefit from the same sunlight and 
same rain because he loves all.  If we only love those who share our 
practice and our opinion and our view our friends then we are just like 
the pagans. 
 
Our perfection comes in our practice to all of civility. 
 
At the heart of Jesus’ ethic for life and practice, for our private worlds 
and our public arenas, the ethic for dealing with all the smart people 
who agree with us and all those dumb folks who see and practice 
differently. 
 
We call it the “Golden Rule”  found in Matthew 7:12 “Do for others 
what you would like them to do for you.  This is a summary of all that 
is taught in the law and the prophets.” 
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Not only is civility biblical its foundation is the very teachings of 
Jesus. 
I believe we all wish others to be polite to us, courteous to us, practice 
good manners when interacting with us, to be shown respect, to be 
offered graciousness, and to be given consideration, and to be dealt 
with honestly. 
 
So these very traits should mark the way we live.  By coming together 
each week to worship we have the opportunity to have  a lab where 
we can practice civility. 
 
Each week we gather in this place to worship and we are not all alike. 
I know from conversations that we are made up of people from many 
points on the political spectrum.  There are some of you who are very 
right wing and others who are very left wing politically. 
 
Some of you are more locked in time theologically, you might define 
yourself as a traditionalist, while others of you would define yourself 
as theologically progressive. 
 
We are a mix of cultural backgrounds, nationalities, ethnicities: 
   People who have been in this country for generations 
    But even that varies.  Some of you were born in Florida, while 
many of you come from other places in this country and you have 
your own identities tied up with some region. Accents vary.  The way 
we see life varies.   
Some of you are cautious and other daring. 
We have quiet and loud family members. 
 
On our website you’ll find a welcome that was borrowed, with 
permission, from John Petty, Pastor of All Saints Lutheran Church in 
Aurora, CO with some edits to make it our own. Here’s what it says 
 
If you’re wondering whether or not the Florida Hospital Church is a 
place for you , we want to be clear.  We welcome those who are 
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single, married or divorced, female, male, straight or gay, filthy rich 
or dirt poor, citizens, temporary residents, or undocumented, old as 
dirt or newborn, from the rich array of cultural diversity, skinny as a 
rail or ready to lose a few pounds, singers like Andrea Bocelli or 
musically challenged, just browsing, just woke up, or just got out of 
jail.  We don’t care if you’re more Catholic than the Pope or haven’t 
been in church since little Joey’s baptism  (who’s now 52), arriving in 
a wheelchair or with a service dog, over 60 but not grown up yet, a 
teenager who’s growing up too fast or a newborn, a soccer mom, 
NASCAR dad or corporate executive, a starving artist, junk food 
eater, or tree-hugging-latte-sipping vegan, part of the Greatest 
Generation, Baby Boomers, GenX, Millennials, or New Silent 
Generation , in recovery or still addicted. 
We want you to be here if you have never doubted or if you don’t 
trust organized religion, recently lost your temper at work or your 
offering money at the casino,  clock 60 hours a week or have been 
unemployed for longer than you care to admit, have a hyper active kid 
who pulled the fire alarm last time you were in church, are inked, 
pierced, or both or neither. 
We offer a special welcome to those who could use a prayer right  
now, love church services and hate to miss a week, had religion 
shoved down their throat as a kid or got lost in traffic and wound up 
here by mistake.  We (including you) are the church, and we’re all 
welcomed here. 

 
And listen with all the variety of cultures and backgrounds and 
various views on everything, we are called, especially within these 
walls to civility to politeness and courtesy good manners, respect, 
graciousness , consideration and yet still to honesty. 
 
Jesus created his church, he still builds it today, and he said that those 
outside of its fellowship will be able to observe, to look in and know 
that those gathered in that circle called church are really followers of 
Jesus by the love we have for one another.   
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Florida Hospital Church must not only be a place where everybody is 
welcome  but it must be a place that when we are all gathered together 
bumping into one another, physically, socially, spiritually, 
idealogically, that we are doing so in  culture of civility.   
 
That in how we enter and exit this place we do it in a way and with 
timing that is polite and civil to our fellow worshipers. 
 
That  our careful absence of conversation during the service is a way 
we show courtesy to those around us.  
 
That we silence our phones and disengage from our technology 
expect as it is part of our worship service as a means of demonstrating 
good manners to one another and being present in the moment. 
 
That when our baby or child is crying or over active that we take them 
out of the service to settle them down before returning as a means of 
being courteous to those around us. 
 
That when someone does something in the service that may lack 
civility that we will be gracious with their imperfections 
 
That when necessary we will call one another to accountability 
regarding civility and that we will be open to such candor. 
 
Here’s why this is important. Not everyone who comes here each 
week is in a life altering growing relationship with Jesus. And maybe, 
just maybe if they aren’t distracted by incivility, they can hear the 
good news.  God loves you, has forgiven you, and wants you to be 
with him forever  and its all a gift and to receive it you just say yes. 
Yes Jesus I want what you want to give me, forgiveness, grace, 
acceptance, perfection all a gift and eternity too. 
 
But know this, incivility can block the hearing of this good news 
while a culture of civility opens the opportunity. 
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Here at the Hospital Church we come from a variety of other cultures, 
other nations, other communities where there may be a large variety 
of cultural practices during worship.  Now in Paul’s words, forgetting 
what is behind and pressing on to what is ahead.   
 
May our service be marked by our desire love everyone and to do for 
others what we would want done for us, and together we can build our 
Hospital Church culture where there is a consistent practice of good 
“Church Etiquette” Biblical Civility. 
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