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We have been looking at the lifestyle Jesus intends for His followers. He intends us to live with righteous eyes to see others as Jesus sees us, with righteous mouths that encourage others as Jesus encourages us, with righteous hearts that beat faithfully as Jesus is faithful to us, with righteous reactions that return good for evil as Jesus does, and with righteous integrity that does what we say we will do. Today, we will hear more about how Jesus intends us to love with a righteous generosity that gives more than what is expected. Jesus even expects us to love our enemies, not just people who occasionally get on our bad side, but real enemies. If you have an enemy then you know how challenging this teaching is from Jesus. Some of us may flat out say we won’t do it – we won’t love our enemies. Don't follow Jesus unless you're ready to experience some discomfort. But follow Him if you are ready to grow in maturity as one who is Christ-like to a greater life.
I find it ironic that we are talking about loving or enemies the very week after we heard about the death of America’s #1 public enemy. What did you feel last Sunday when you heard of the death of Osama Ben Laden? A lot of people celebrated when they heard the news. I had such a strange mix of feelings and emotions. I did not celebrate his death, although I did appreciate it. Our government did what it had to do – fulfilled its God-given responsibility to keep evil in check so the rest of us can live better lives. But the death of anyone is not a reason to celebrate. Our Lord does not celebrate any death. Ezekiel 33:11, “As surely as I live,” declares the Sovereign LORD, “I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live.”
How should we treat our enemies? What does the Lord say about this and how do we follow His teaching. Let’s look at Matthew 5:43-48, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.
Jesus clearly calls His followers to love their enemies. This places the followers of Jesus in direct opposition to those who believe their God calls them to ‘jihad’, a holy war of hatred against enemies.  Jesus opposes “jihad” in the name of God. He calls for confronting the forces of evil with the power of love, not hatred and killing. Yet, let us be clear what love Jesus asks of His followers. Jesus does not teach His disciples to encourage, help, facilitate, or promote our enemies to do wrong in any way. Jesus does not teach His disciples to remain idle while our enemies do wrong or to not oppose that wrong. The love Jesus expects is active and powerful, more powerful than the weapons of evil to bring everlasting change.
Jesus does say clearly to love our enemies. If we greet only our brothers and sisters in Christ, we are no better than those who do not follow Jesus. They greet one another with great enthusiasm. For too long, cliques have ruled the hallways of our schools and buddy systems the hallways of our capitols and boardrooms. Too many churches have a country club mentality that excludes others. Jesus calls us to break out of the world’s factions, chums, and crony networks, where it is expected for us to treat well those who treat us well; to love those who love us. This reveals a weak, immature and selfish love.
Ingrained in modern culture is the notion of payback, both retaliation of evil for evil and the return of good for good. “You hit me and I will hit you back.” goes hand in hand with “You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.” Revenge on one hand, pay back on the other. We don’t like to owe anyone. With payback, we are at ‘quits’; we are no one’s debtors, we keep even with everybody. Last Sunday Jesus spoke to us about not getting revenge. This week He speaks about going above payback and elevates us above and beyond getting even. The questions Jesus asks here are; What more are you doing than just to love those who love you? Are you kind to more than just your friends?
The Pharisees of Jesus’ time taught that God instructed them to love only Jews and to hate enemies. Many today believe the God of the Old Testament was a vengeful God calling for holy war against Israel’s enemies. That is far from the truth. God did use Israel at times to be His agents of punishment against those who committed evil. The gross injustice of the Canaanites mounted to heaven and demanded God’s action. Yet throughout the Old Testament, God declared that the enemies of Israel be treated with respect and loving actions. Here are 2 examples:
Exodus 23:4-5, “If you come upon your enemy’s ox or donkey that has strayed away, take it back to its owner. If you see the donkey of someone who hates you struggling beneath a heavy load, do not walk by. Instead, stop and offer to help.”
You might think this next Scripture came from Jesus, but it is actually found in Proverbs 25:21, “If your enemies are hungry, give them food to eat. If they are thirsty, give them water to drink.”
Jesus fulfilled this call of God to love all and taught us how to love our enemies. How do we love our enemies? Like God the Father and the Son Jesus! They both have full love, agape love that loves unconditionally. They do not love our failings, but they still love us when we fail. Where would we be unless God treated us in love when we did not deserve it, when we were His enemies in rebellion against Him? Romans 5:10, “For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to Him through the death of His Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through His life!” Therefore, we are to learn to love our enemies as Jesus would. Bishop Whipple remarked, "For thirty years I have tried to see the face of Christ in those with whom I differed."  Jesus teaches us in this passage to love our enemies in 3 ways: blessing them, praying for them and doing good to them.
1) We bless our enemies.  Here in the USA, we merely greet others with “Hello” or “Hi.” In Israel, each greeting asks a blessing from God. “Shalom” means asking God for “peace and wholeness” for the person you meet. When walking in Bavaria, Germany, they greet you with “Grüss Gott” meaning “Greetings from God.” With a greeting we can bless any we meet, enemy or friend. When speaking with a person who slanders you, and says untrue and nasty things about you, find ways to work words of kindness into your conversation. When you are with friends, instead of complaining about your unjust treatment from others, go out of your way to speak well of your enemies. Why? To shame them? No, though it probably will. The reason is to learn to find it in your own heart to love them.
2) We love our enemies by praying for them. Jesus prayed for His enemies from the cross. Prayer is a weapon for spiritual warfare as listed in Ephesians 6:18, “Pray at all times and on every occasion in the power of the Holy Spirit.”
Ruby Bridges was the six-year-old girl who, in 1960 after court ordered integration, became the first person of color in the US to attend an all-white school. Ruby faced overwhelming social adversity in segregationist New Orleans, Louisiana. Ruby walked through the angry crowd outside the school with four federal agents around her. As she went up the steps, she suddenly turned around, walked down a few steps, stopped, and appeared to say something to the crowd. The agents tried to coax her back up the steps. She resisted for a moment, her lips still moving. A psychiatrist expert in child stress was looking on. Ruby then turned around and was escorted into the school. Later, Ruby and the psychiatrist were sitting alone at the family's kitchen table. He asked her, "I saw you talking to them. Did you finally get angry with them? Did you tell them to just leave you alone?" Ruby answered, "No. I didn't tell them anything. I didn't talk to them." "But Ruby, I was there. I saw your lips moving." "I wasn't talking to them. I was praying for them." The doctor was startled. "Praying for them?" "Yes, I pray for them every day in the car. But I forgot that day." "Oh. What prayer did you say?" Ruby folded her hands together and said, "Please God, forgive these people, because even if they say these mean things, they don't know what they're doing, so You can forgive them, just like You did those folks a long time ago, when they said terrible things about You."

Ruby modeled what we want all our children to learn. It is impossible to pray for someone without discovering that our love grows and matures. We begin to pray for our enemy before we are conscious of loving him, then we find our love begins to bud then to blossom. You pray for your family and friends. Why don't you begin to pray for your enemies? Ask God to help them. Ask God to heal the hurts in their lives that are some of the motivators of their evil actions. Ask God to bless them and show mercy to them. Why? To shame them? No. Pray in order to find it in your heart to love them.
3) We love our enemies when we do good things for them. We love our enemies by being like God the Father in doing good for anyone we meet, bad and good people. God the Father created the sun to shine upon all and the rain to fall down to refresh the earth for all. What warm sunlight can we offer? What refreshing rain can we share? When you find a way to do something good for one of your worst enemies, do it. Not to shame her, but because you are trying to find it in your own heart to love her for Jesus' sake. Here is a great truth for all relationships: it is easier to act your way into a new way of feeling than to feel your way into a new way of acting. Do the act of love and feelings of love follow.
By loving our enemies as well as our friends, we don’t have to think or worry about who is our enemy or who is our friend. We don’t have to concern ourselves with whether we should treat someone with kindness and respect? Like the heavenly Father, we seek to always be kind and loving, offering our best always, even when others return only the worst. Kindness depends not on situations but upon our character. Love reveals our new nature in Christ, not the state of our relationships. If we treat our enemies with kindness and love, we may discover our enemy transforms into a friend.
Thomas Merton wrote (Seeds of Contemplation), “Do not be too quick to assume that your enemy is a savage just because he is your enemy. Perhaps he is your enemy because he thinks you are a savage. Or perhaps he is afraid of you because he feels you are afraid of him. And perhaps if he believed you were capable of loving him he would no longer be your enemy. Do not be too quick to assume that your enemy is an enemy of God just because he is your enemy. Perhaps he is your enemy precisely because he can find nothing in you that gives glory to God. Perhaps he fears you because he can find nothing in you of God's love and God's kindness and God's patience and mercy and understanding of the weakness of men. Do not be too quick to condemn the man who no longer believes in God. For it is perhaps your own coldness and avarice and mediocrity and materialism and sensuality and selfishness that have killed his faith.”
Why should we love our enemies? Because, Jesus intends to bring out the best in us. Listen again to our passage from Matthew today, but this time from the paraphrase translation, the Message, 43“You’re familiar with the old written law, ‘Love your friend,’ and its unwritten companion, ‘Hate your enemy.’ 44I’m challenging that. I’m telling you to love your enemies. Let them bring out the best in you, not the worst. When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, 45for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-created selves. This is what God does. He gives his best—the sun to warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty. 46If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus? Anybody can do that. 47If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal? Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that. 48In a word, what I’m saying is, “Grow up!” You’re kingdom subjects. Now live like it. Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you.

The story is told of a Massachusetts man many years ago who found his neighbor's horse in the middle of his field. He was so angry about it that he took the horse to the public pound. Meeting the owner soon after this, he told him what he had done and added, "If I catch him there again, I will do the same thing." The neighbor replied, "Well, the other night I looked out of my window and saw your cattle in my field. I took your cattle and drove them over to your house, and put them in the barn, and fixed the gate. If I catch them there again, I will do the same thing." The man was reportedly so struck with his neighbor's soft reply that he at once took the horse out of the pound and paid the charges himself.

Have you considered that your enemies are left before you for good reasons? God could easily remove your enemies, but He chooses to wait. Why? One reason is so that we learn to live as children of the heavenly Father. Alfred Plummer wrote, “To return evil for good is devilish; to return good for good is human; to return good for evil is divine.” Loving our enemies transforms us to become more like Jesus. Loving our enemies brings out the best in us. And loving our enemies may bring out the best in those around us. Another reason is to receive the reward of the Father, who appreciates and notes those who love their enemies. As the Father so greatly rewarded Jesus for sacrificing for others, so also will the Father reward every act of love with greater love in His kingdom.
How perfect can we become in this love? Remember that Jesus wants us to succeed and be victorious, so He equips us to do far more than we thought we could do. In verse 48, Jesus calls us to be perfect in our love. The context shows that the perfection He means relates to love, not all of our lives. So, we may not yet be perfect people, but we can show perfect love. We can demonstrate whose sons and daughters we are when we exhibit the family likeness; when we love with an all-embracing love like Jesus. Who are your enemies? Point them out to Jesus and ask His Holy Spirit to help you love your enemies this week.
Questions for reflection and discussion:

1. Why is the real test of agape love being able to love your enemies? If we fail this test, do we really have agape love?
2. Why is loving your enemy so much like divine love?  What is the implication of this for our salvation?  For our lifestyle? 

3. What is the difference in effect of stating the Golden Rule as a negative "Don't do to others, as ...", rather than a positive "Do to others, as ..."?
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