Love your enemies?

Today’s gospel reading is from Luke Chapter 6, and continues Jesus’ Sermon on
the Plain.

Last week, we heard the beginning of the Sermon on the Plain and found that
it contains good news and bad news, and that brings us to today’s reading,
“But to you who are listening | say: Love your enemies, do good to those who
hate you.” (6:27).

Loving our enemies is just so far removed from what most people in the world
do. And for that matter, so far removed from what we’d like to do.

(Look at this picture (President Trump and Bishop Budde) from a few weeks
ago — they might both be smiling, but how much love to you think they have
for each other?)

Loving our enemies is something that goes against our instincts.

Sometimes we hope for bad things to happen to our enemies. Sometimes we
might even pray for bad things to happen to them!

Sometimes just hoping for bad things to happen isn’t good enough, and we
start to take action against our enemies. Probably not violence... but there’s
plenty that we can do short of violence: ridicule them, gossip about them,
spread lies about them, dob them in, exclude them, and of course pray that
God will punish them for their wicked ways.

Taking action is how most of the world deals with enemies. At the extreme, we
go to war with them. We plan and plot their defeat. We undermine them. We
rejoice in their failures and mourn at their successes. We write letters, make
phone calls, send e-mails and muster up support among our friends. We try to
get people to side with us.

That’s the way the world often behaves towards its enemies, but that’s not the
Christian way. Or at least it shouldn’t be, because Jesus calls us to love our
enemies.

These days, people often know Christians by their hate, not their love. And
Christians get angry about all sorts of things.

| guess at one extreme, there are those Christians who set themselves up as
moral watchdogs, and get angry at the decline of “traditional values”.



And at the other, those whose priority is fighting for social and environmental
issues, and get angry at the power of traditional political, business and even
religious organisations.

Certainly, the scriptures talk about not loving the things of the world, and we
are called to be salt and light in a sinful world. We are called to speak out
boldly with prophetic voices calling people to repentance.

But...
But, whatever we do, we must be loving as we do it.

Jesus delivered a confronting message, but he did it with love, and in doing so
he showed people the way. Jesus didn’t simply call people out on their sin, he
forgave them, and urged them to ‘sin no more’.

It’s okay to tell the truth... even a harsh truth... but we need to have
compassion and mercy, not judgement. We need to share hope, not
condemnation. When we see things go wrong for our enemies, we shouldn’t
gloat... we should weep for them: They are the ones whose hearts are
hardened.

Here in the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus tells us what our attitude should be
toward our enemies - those we would rather hate, and how to develop and live
out that attitude. He says in Luke 6:27 “But to you who are listening | say: Love
your enemies, do good to those who hate you.”

Loving our enemies goes against what feels right or fair to us. Loving our
enemies is a challenging thing - because the feeling is not a mutual one.

It’s easy to love someone who loves you... but to love someone who hates you
— who works against you, who wants to hurt you? That’s something quite
different.

But Jesus says love your enemies... and he doesn’t qualify it... there’s no limit
to how bad they are and no limit to how long you must love them.

We heard that in our Old Testament reading — Joseph, who’d been sold into
slavery by his brothers, chose to help them — chose to love them —when they
came to Egypt looking for help.

Of course, loving our enemies doesn’t mean we have to approve of what they
do, or agree with them, or even become good friends them, but loving our
enemies means that when they hate us, we love them in return. It means that



the cycle of hate, revenge and retaliation, is broken — it stops with us. We can
be angry at a person for what they do or what they say, and yet still love them,
and still do good for them.

In fact, as we read through the gospel accounts, we see that Jesus loves his
enemies. Even Judas. Jesus knew what Judas was doing but Jesus loved Judas
anyway.

And of course, even as he was being crucified, he prayed for those who were
crucifying him — “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing” (Luke 23:34).

In his letter to the Romans (5:8) Paul tells us that God demonstrates his love
for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Two verses later,
we are told that while we were yet enemies of God, God reconciled us to
Himself through the death of Jesus Christ.

And here in the Sermon on the Plain, Jesus sets out how we should go about
loving our enemies: do good to those who hate you.

But why? Why does Jesus want us to do good to those who hate us?

We might think it’s because if we do enough good to our enemies, they will
stop being our enemies, and become our friends. We do destroy our enemies
when we make them our friends, but | think history and our own experience
tells us that it doesn’t work like that very often.

To be fair, doing good for an enemy might cause him or her to become a
friend, but we know that hating and harming an enemy never will.

But while doing good to our enemies might just make them our friends; that’s
not why Jesus tells us that’s what we should be doing. Instead, it is only by
showing love to our enemies, and doing good to those who hate us that we
can show to them the love of God. And maybe, maybe, if we show them the
love of God, they will come to see that love for themselves and will want more
of it.

We need to show our love to our enemies, because that’s how God wants us to
be known to them.

We show love to our enemies because that is exactly what God has done for us
when we were God’s enemies, and that is how we were brought into God’s



family, and that is how, hopefully, how our enemies can be brought into God'’s
family too.

But Jesus doesn’t stop at telling us to do good to those who hate us, it gets
harder:

“[...]bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. If someone
slaps you on one cheek, turn to them the other also. If someone takes your
coat, do not withhold your shirt from them. Give to everyone who asks you,
and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back.” (6:28-30)

So, you don’t have to just do good to them, you have to let them do bad to
you. If they curse you, bless them. If they say bad things about you, say
something nice about them.

If they mistreat you, pray for them. Not pray that justice will be done to them,
or even pray that they will stop mistreating you, but pray for them.

If people take from you, give them even more.

And give to everyone who asks you. Despite our relatively prosperous society,
there there’s quite a few beggars around. From aggressive ones who accost
you as you walk along, to passive ones that sit on corner with writing on a
piece of cardboard that tells you their particular tale of misfortune.

| know all the arguments about them only wanting money for alcohol or drugs
—and that’s certainly what | was told growing up - but compared to having to
do good to those who hate me, giving some change to someone who’s
prepared to humble themselves to ask for it like that, is probably too much of
an ask.

Maybe you don’t want to give them cash —and many of us don’t carry cash
these days: I've also heard of people who give to beggars in other ways instead
of cash. Taking them to the nearest convenience store and buying them a
sandwich, or to a fast food place and buying them a meal. Or something. As
Jesus tells us, it’s the giving that’s important.

And not only that, Jesus says if someone takes your stuff, don’t ask for it back!
That’s another one that’s really tough for us, because we tend to have a lot of
stuff. And we like to hang on to it.

And then, in verse 31, Jesus says “Do to others as you would have them do to

”

you.



We would hope that others would be nice to us, so we should be nice to them.
If we’re wondering how we should treat others, Jesus says it’s easy: Just treat
them as you would like to be treated.

Jesus goes on to warn us about being selective in our love: “If you love those
who love you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners love those who love
them. And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to
you? Even sinners do that. (32-33)

Jesus is saying we should do these things, not to benefit ourselves or those
near us, but in order to share our love, and in doing so, to be witnesses to
God’s love.

Verse 35 reiterates “But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them
without expecting to get anything back.” And then goes on to say “Then your
reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High, because he is
kind to the ungrateful and wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”

Everything that Jesus tells his followers to do, is tied to what God has done for
us through Jesus.

Be merciful - just as God is merciful.
Give - just as God gives.
Love those who hate you - just as God loves even those who hate him.

Finally, Jesus warns us: “Do not judge, and you will not be judged. Do not
condemn, and you will not be condemned.” (37a,b). Judgement is needed
because what is wrong with the world needs to be addressed, but judgement
and ultimately condemnation, are never up to us. They’re not up to any
person, as much as some people set themselves up to judge and condemn.
They’re up to God.

The things Jesus calls us to do are not easy, and quite often they won’t be
pleasant, either. And we won’t get them right all the time either.

But Jesus assures us when he says “Forgive, and you will be forgiven. Give, and
it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and
running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will
be measured to you.” (37c-38).

The gift of everlasting life through the death and resurrection of Jesus, is the
most wonderful gift of all. It is freely given, but as we accept that gift, we need




to heed Jesus’ words. If we become children of God — children of the Most
High, as Jesus said — then we need to show that in our lives. To show our family
resemblance.

But we live in a fallen world. There are people who will be our enemies. The
guestion for us is how do we deal with them? Do we fight them? Do we try and
undermine or discredit them? Do we shout them down? Do we hate them? Or
do we love them, no matter what the cost, just as God first loved us?

Amen.



