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Loving Our Enemies \ %

"Standing true in a post-truth, post-Christian society " series - principte
Matthew 5:43-48

PROPOSITION: In a world where opponents are vilified and crucified, we will love our
persecutors.

I. Quick Review
For the past couple months we have been looking at the Bible's counter-cultural responses
to a culture which is not excited about Biblical truths or God's eternal truth. Instead of

"wishing for the good old days " - or being consumed by fear — or hiding away & trying to
make our own insulated sub-culture, God has given us some incredible counter-cultural
actions which will help us join Jesus in His work. We have already tackled 5 of these, so let
me just review them quickly.

A. When truth is 'feelings-based' - hold on to Biblical truth Joshua 1:1-9
The first one deals with what we should do when Biblical truth & values become

unimportant to our culture and truth becomes 'feelings-based'. No surprise here as the
Old Testament prophets and New Testament leaders all went back to hold on firmly to
Biblical truth. In a world where truth is feelings-based, let's remain rooted to the
Christian Scriptures and their life-giving direction.

B. When frustrated with false teaching - make efforts to teach young Deuteronomy 6
The second one deals with the frustration we have when we see un-biblical truths

become so popular and be promoted so strongly by society. This is not going to
change by our complaining, our political activism, or our coming up with the perfect
strategy. A change is only going to happen by a work of God. And the practical
positive step God gives us is to personally devote some efforts into teaching the young
- God's words and ways. In a society of educated ignorance and blindness, let's train
our young in the freedom, knowledge, and power of Christian truth.

C. Called a bigot or backwards - do good, love neighbors, serve the least of these
Romans 12:14-21

The third ones deals with the false statements made against us simply because we say
we believe the Bible. Don't waste your time trying to defend yourself - let Jesus do
that. Rest in His approval! Instead, put positive efforts into helping others, especially
the marginalized. In a world where Christians are labeled as bigots or backward, let's
be known for doing good, serving the least of these and loving our neighbors.

D. People treated as opponents or commodities - dignify all as in image of God

eoerM
The fourth one deals with how we personally respond to AtHnfec^eople when
people are being taken advantage of or when people are viewing others as the enemy.
God calls us to look at every person as one who has been made in God's image. Sin
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has stained, damaged or messed up that image of God in people, but it has not
destroyed it. So God calls us to treat all other humans as being made in His image. In
a world where people are treated as commodities or as opponents, let's dignify ail
people as image bearers of God.

E. People told worst about Christianity - be an ambassador 2 Cor 5:20-21
Then last week we looked at how we should respond to people who have been told the
worst about Christians. Rather than try to defend ourselves or attack those saying false
things about us, Jesus calls us to be His ambagsador. We are bringing His message of
reconciliation. In a post-Christian world, w^^l be ambassadors to foreign tribes,
behaving diplomatically towards neighbors who have been told the worst about
Christianity. Now let's dig into the 6^^ principle of standing strong in a post-Christian,
post-truth world.

11. Loving our enemies Matthew 5:43-48

A. Truly counter-cultural Matt 5:43; Ex 23:4-5
READ Matt 5:43. "Love your neighbor and hate your enemy." The love your
neighbor is from Leviticus 19:18. What about the "hate your enemy"? It is not in the
10 commandments. In fact, that phrase is nowhere in the Old Testament. But it does
come naturally, from the human heart. There are few things that come as easily as
loving those who love us and hating those who are against us. This is the 6^^ contrast
since Jesus first said, '*You have heard it said" in Matthew 5:21, so everyone in that
crowd knows what is coming next - some truly counter-cultural instruction from Jesus
about either loving one's neighbor or hating one's enemies. I put my money on the
fact, Jesus is going to challenge "hate your enemy" part.

Some might say, but '*what about those commands of God to exterminate the
Canaanites and those imprecatory Psalms & prayers? Aren't those hatred?"
Actually, if you look at the contexts for those and other similar commands, you will
see that they are judicial - never individual. In fact, 1 bet a number of you may be
surprised by these verses in Exodus 23:4-5, "Ifyou come across your enemy's ox or
donkey wandering off, be sure to return it. If you see the donkey of someone who hates
you fallen down under its load, do not leave it there; be sure you help them with it." In
our personal responses to those who are against us, God has always called us to a
supernatural reaction of grace which God can use mightily and can only be done in the
power of the Holy Spirit.

Currently in our nation, "hatred" and "intolerance" for those who are different is
growing stronger every day. In fact, I can't remember a time in my life when people
are so HATED just for what politician they vote for, what group they are a part of,
what nation they were bom in or a hundred other differences. And it is coming from
"all sides". We are becoming very "tribal" where one is to "love those in their tribe
and hate others simply because they are associated with a different tribe or
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group that doesn't agree with everything the person believes in". It reminds me of
the novel 1984 which I recently read through again — the government had their
employees participate in a time of "hate" each day at work, and a major week of hate
once a year for those the country considers their enemy. There is a power in hat^,but
Jesus is calling us to a different power in our personal lives which we truly needio
hear in our day regardless of our politics, ethnicity, education, social status, whatever!

B. Love/pray for enemies Matt 5:44; Prav 24:17-18
So what are these super counter-cultural instructions Jesus gives to all His followers?
READ V 43-44. Jesus tells us "Love our enemies and prav for those who persecute
us." That is asking a lot of every genuine follower of Jesus. This is supremely radical
and it is meant to be. God is showing us how to be transformational in a world where
sin, evil, hatred and opposition to the true God rule and reign! As an old saying goes
"7(7 return evil for good is devilish; to return good for good is human; to return
good for evil is divine." To love an enemy is divine, but to personally pray for an
enemy—a persecutor (and the context makes it clear this is not an imprecatory
prayer) — that is supremely divine! To many people, the mere idea of loving their
enemies is absurd, offensive and beyond their capability. It offends our natural sense
of right & wrong.

Let's go back to the core. Love is seeking the best for another person for the long run.
So we know right off that the most important long term good for any human is to be
reconciled with God so they do not have to go through the final judgement (although
we will go through the judgment seat of Christ which will examine what we did with
our life after we come to Christ ~ whether good or bad. But this "judgment" is not
about whether we are in heaven, but the rewards ofheaven.) As we said last week, we
are to be ambassadors of Jesus bringing the message that they can be reconciled to
God despite their sins. It is God alone who has provided the way for humans to be
reconciled with the holy, perfect God. Each person must decide whether to receive &
then cooperate with that reconciliation or not. Because we have all wronged God, we
receive it by repenting of the wrong we have done without excuses, believe Jesus is
God come down in human form to die on the cross for us, He then rose bodily from
the dead to prove all His words are true. Finally, because God is God, we surrender to
go God's way rather than our own way. We believe the truths of the Bible rather than
our own feelings or what is popular in our culture at the time. Even our prayers in
agony for God to stop a person & judge their wrong doings is done wiMwe!^'^
Proverbs 24:17-18 shock many people "Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when
they stumble, do not let your heart rejoice, or the Lord will see and disapprove and
turn his wrath away from thenC^ Clearly these people are receiving what they are
due, yet we are not to gloat - that is not to exalt, delight, be excited that they are
finally getting what they deserve. It is a tragedy that they hurt others, but it is also a
tragedy that they won't listen to God and God had to carry out His wrath for the good
of others.
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Jesus' first command is to love our enemies. The second is to "pray for those who
persecute you". READ v. 44. "Persecutors are the most difficult enemies to love. "
Praying for those who persecute us can seem even harder than loving our enemy
because it is so ̂ 'black & white" - we either pray for them or we don't! Jesus is our
greatest example, for while He was being crucified, He prayed "Father, forgive
them, for they do not know what they are doing" (Luke 23:34). When you pray for
someone-whilejhey are persecuting you, you are assaulting the throne of God on their
behalf: "God, help this person." That is supernatural! In a world where opponents are

^ . vilified and crucified, we will love our persecutors.

I noticed three reasons in this passage that Jesus asks us to love our enemies and pray
for our persecutors. The first and last ones are emphasized more than the middle one.

C. In line with God's common grace & our adoption by God Matt 5:45
The first reason Jesus asks us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute us
is found in verse 45 READ. These actions make us more like God. This love for our

enemies and these prayers for our persecutors are in line with God's common grace.
He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and He sends rain ojt the
righteous and the unrighteous. In other words, if you impartially showlove^ to your
enemies as well as to friends, you will be more like God, who shows the impartiality
of His love by sending the sun and rain on both the righteous and unrighteous. There
is a love God shows every human in the world - and that is why Jesus died for the
whole world. The kind of love we are to show our enemies is the same kind of love

God shows both the righteous and the unrighteous in His common grace. In a world
where opponents are vilified and crucified, we will love our persecutors.

D. God richly rewards this love Matt 5:46a
The second reason Jesus asks us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute
us is allu^d^jn the first part of v 46. READ. Strongly implied here is that God has
rewards - extras in heaven and the millennium - for those who put effort into doing
these counter-cultural commands of Jesus. Having said this, please notice that Jesus
does not ask us here, nor has He ever asked us, to love our enemies in the same way
that we love our loved ones. There are people that each one of us has a spontaneous,
natural, & instinctive love for - it doesn't take much effort to love them—we just do.
Jesus is not asking us to have a romantic love or a brotherly love or a family love or
an emotional love for our enemies. What he commands is an agape love - a love of
the will. It is something we do.

Let's take the example of June. H^new^eighbor turned their front yard into a desert,
left broken windows in their hous^ always cursing loudly when outside. Their
kids urinated in the front yard, and generally caused havoc in the neighborhood.
Naturally, June grew to dislike these neighbors and was becoming finastrat^ God
wasn't changing them. But she was challenged by these words of Jesus and'me
growing bitterness in her life that was stealing all her joy. So she got down on her
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knees and said, "Lord, you know that I do not like these people at all. God, help
me to love them." At the end of the prayer she didn't FEEL any different, but was
determined to do something kind - so she baked a pie and brought it over to those
neighbors. She loved her enemies by an act of the will. Don't try to "feel this love", jl
simply act on it towards a person. In this case, the neighbors never changed their
slovenly ways, but a genuine relationship started and June actually wept when they
moved. Don't waste your time trying to feel good about your enemies or persecutors -
simply do something like God's COMMON GRACE and pray for God to work in a
positive way in their lives. In a world where opponents are vilified and crucified,
we will love our persecutors.

E. Distinguishes Jesus' followers Matt 5:46-47
The third reason Jesus asks us to love our enemies and pray for those who persecute
us is that it distinguishes us from the world! This is seen in two examples in verse 46-
47 READ. Loving only those who love vou and greeting onlv those who think like
you is no more than the worst tax collectors and most antagonistic pagans do. Tax
collectors were looked down on as^g^tors to their people & extortionists who lied,
cheated and stole from you & your'p^^S. Pagans are those who don't believe in the
One True God, in fact, they worship other gods (who aren't gods) which can deceive
& turn people away from Jesus! A whole group of religious Jews at that time would
ignore non-believers and wayward Jews in public - they would not greet or
acknowledge them — so there was no doubt to those around of their opposition to other
faiths or being 'ho-hum" in their faith(^lk about greetings, did you know that Good
bye, our greeting when we leave someone's presence, actually started as a contraction
of the phrase "God be with you!'^magine saying "God be with you" when your
enemy or persecutor leaves your presence! In a world where opponents are vilified
and crucified, we will love our persecutors.

F. Murder, hate, lust, deception & retaliation aren't mature Matt 5:48
Finally we read this in v 48. READ. Followers of Jesus are called to be "perfect" as
God, our heavenly Father is "perfect". Let me warn you that our American ideas of
"perfection" are often very different from the Bible's. The perfection spoken of here is
a combination of what we would call "maturity and moral holiness", (repeat). Verse
48 concludes not just v 43-47 but all the illustrations in v 21-47. Murder, lust, hate,
deception, and retaliation do not characterize God. Jesus is not frustrating his hearers
with an unachievable ideal but challenging them to grow in obedience to God's will—
to become more like Him. It is impossible for u^ during our time on eart^ to be perfect
in everything that we say or do. Yet Jesus still commands this, because we can make
increasing progress through His power. '

III. Additional thoughts
In a world where opponents are vilified and crucified, we will love our persecutors.

A. Doesn't preclude defending or protecting oneself/group
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Loving our enemies and praying for those who persecute us does NOT mean you can't
defend yourself physically, intellectually or via the law. It does NOT mean we can't
protect ourselves or our family or the group we are in. In fact, just looking at love as
the best for someone for the long run - it is NOT very loving to let bullies keep
bullying, the selfish keep getting their way or those who take advantage of others to
continue their awful actions. It is part of the reason Christian leaders through the
millennium have encouraged the principles of a Just war or a fair fight even though
sheer brutality and hatred seem to get faster results. Even in the strong actions of
defense and protection, we want to see even our enemies and persecutors as humans,
made in God's image, who are enslaved to evil and in need of reconciliation with the
true God of this Universe. In a world where opponents are vilified and crucified, we
will love our persecutors.

B. Does include not needing to always "win"/being correct
Loving our enemies and praying for those who persecute us also reminds us that we
don't always need to win every argument or challenge every wrong statement made
around us. In fact. Proverbs 26:4 reminds us of the danger of continually arguing with
those who promote unbiblical truths or morals. "Do not answer a fool according to his
folly, or you yourselfwill he just like him.'''' Now "fool" in the book of Proverbs refers
to a "moral fool", not an "intellectual fool". All those going a different direction from
Jesus are "fools" in this sense. To continually debate, argue, make another come-back
towards those, actually puts us in danger of being a moral fool ourselves. Titus 3:9
reminds us to "avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and
quarrels about the law because these are unprofitable and useless." Jesus didn't
argue with everyone all the time. We are not uncommitted to the truth if we love our
enemies. We are not condoning sin if we pray for those who persecute us. In a world
where opponents are vilified and crucified, we will love our persecutors.

C. These actions are evidence of our faith rather than fear & anxiety
Loving our enemies and praying for those who persecute us are eyidences of our faith
rather than natural reactions to our fear and anxiety. Jesus is clear about what He
wants His followers to do when personally & peacefully dealing with our enemies and
persecutors. When Christians are at their best, they are the most genuinely loving
people group in humanity. But fear, anxiety and self-protection can make Christians
some of the least loving people in humanity. Do we actually love our enemies and V
pray for those who spitefully use us? This command is just as clear as "do not covet" x ^
or "do not commit adultery". Don't worry whether you might not do that perfectly, ^
instead simply put positive effort into doing some simple actions to love our enemies,! <5^
like God shows commoh-^race to all people. In a world where opponents are vilified
and crucified, we will love our persecutors.

D. Advocate law changes as an American
Of course, one of the most contentious areas in the US today is politics, especially
what laws should be made or what laws should be gotten rid of. Unlike the Kingdom
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of God, the US is a republic - a representative democracy. The minority is not to
dictate (or rule over) the majority, nor is the majority to take advantage of the
minority. We are not here as Christians to foiye God's Biblical morals on people by
whatever means necessary. Instead, we are advocating the wisdom of God's ways for
any culture with the same voic^ny other citizen in our country. God allows them to
choose otherwise in this life. Of course, that means the culture will need to leam the
hard way over time, but they will. Be careful quoting Bible verses to a culture that no
longer believes the Bible. Instead, advocate law changes as a citizen of this country.
Every command of God will protect the group doing it from something bad and it will
also bring some special good to that group. Rather than trying to force a perspective
advocate the wisdom or !^^a£Siat comes from our laws, or lack of one, as a citizen of
this country, rather than a soldier of Jesus. In a world where opponents are vilified and
crucified, we will love our persecutors.

E. Request God's heart towards them
Finally, Jesus' command to loving our enemies and praying for those who persecute
us also reminds us of how much we need God's help and perspective to do this. When
you fume against some unfairness going on against believers or some enemy of
Christianity that seems to be "winning'', let's PRACTICE asking God to give us His
heart towards them. We do not want to prematurely seek wrath for those who oppose
God or His ways, but whom God is still giving opportunities to repent and be
reconciled. In a world where opponents are vilified and crucified, we will love our
persecutors.

VI. Illustrated in the life of Corrie ten Boom {The Hiding Place)
Let's end with a very powerful example of this which you can read about in the classic
book, "The Hiding Place". Corrie ten Boom's country was overtaken by Nazi
Germany who oppressed her people & took away their rights. Then they arrested her
& her family for hiding Jews. There in concentration camps they were badly
mistreated and her family killed. Her struggle with enemies and persecutors was far
worse than any of us have personally experienced. At first, Corrie ten Boom
experienced the normal human emotions of hatred for her Nazi persecutors. But as she
read scripture and gave her emotions to God in prayer, the Lord^aced a compassion
for her Nazi persecutors which was truly supernatural. She began to see another
picture^- a bigger eternal picture. They were vile, but even the vilest Nazi was also a
broken image-bearer of God. They were awful, but there were also enslaved souls in
desperate need of salvation and restoration. Corrie's compassion for her persecutors
did NOT come from her human disposition or from her political beliefs. They arose
from the Holy Spirit in her as she read scriptures and prayed for God's perspective
towards the Nazi guards who brutalized her and killed her family.

In a world where opponents are vilified and crucified, we will love our persecutors.
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