8/28/20                                                       Devotional                                   
Let us consider the following verses from the Gospel of Matthew:

“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, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.”  Matt. 5:43-45
I call this a hard command. This is for me one of the most difficult teachings of Jesus.  A comedian said: “That may be fine for others Jesus, but I'd like to see you try to love my enemies.”   Do you find it daunting?   What a hard command to hear, not to mention trying to actually put into practice in life.  

Remember that the word for love Jesus uses in this context is agape.  It has nothing to do with feelings or emotions or sentiment.  You don't normally have loving feelings toward your enemy.  Agape love is doing the right thing toward another or acting for their welfare regardless of feelings.   

Further, not everyone who is against you is your enemy.   Not everyone who doesn't like you or even can't stand you is your enemy.  There is a world of difference between a critic or opponent and an enemy.   An enemy is a person who desires to harm you or injure you or destroy you.   They may seek to hurt you physically, financially, emotionally, intellectually, spiritually or professionally.  Have you ever faced such a foe?   
Jesus wasn’t gullible or naive.  He acknowledges the reality of enemies.   The political context was one of Roman domination.  Jews considered Romans as their enemies.  Their freedom was limited under the dictates of a foreign power.  The early Christians were considered trouble-makers by the Romans and some of the Jewish religious authorities.   Jesus commands us to be concerned for our enemies and pray for them.  Who ever said following Jesus would be easy?  
Hate is easy. It’s easy to demonize those who are against you.  But loving another person, especially one who desires to hurt you or has hurt you is a challenge.  Jesus sets the highest standard.  Jesus calls his followers to walk the high road.  Jesus' calls us to a radical ethic, one that is daunting for anyone who strives to follow Jesus. 

Jesus’ teaching about loving your enemy is clear, but it’s certainly not simple to apply.  For instance, loving an enemy can be perceived as weakness or cowardice.  Loving an enemy can embolden them to continue their unrestrained and bad behavior. 
Why does Jesus issue this command?  First, because it's the will of God.    Second, because all persons are created in God’s image.  God loves the world.  Third, Jesus wants to free us from harboring hate toward another person for the rest of our lives.  The problem is what harboring hate or fear does to us.  It changes us.  It makes us bitter.  It negatively affects our lives and the way we treat or see others.  

One of the ways we grow in spiritual maturity, one of the ways we grow in our love for God, one of the ways God can use for His purpose in life, is when we actively love unlovable persons.  God’s love can flow in and through us in a free and powerful way.  “Like Jesus says, for if you only love those who love you, what reward do you have?  And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others?”  
Jesus is giving us a new standard of love; Jesus is raising the bar.  It’s a powerful imperative.  It’s a radical new precept.  It is the principle of unlimited goodwill toward another.  We are to love and to pray for those who persecute us, to pray they will have a change of mind and heart, pray they will draw closer to God, and to pray for God's intervention in their lives. 

Now let's ask the practical question, how do we love our enemies?   Here are some thoughts.  First, Jesus is saying we are not to seek retaliation or revenge against enemies.  I do however believe we must at times defend ourselves or another person who is in harm’s way.   We must not be passive and allow enemies to continue doing harm to us.  We are to leave that to the authorities, to the legal and justice system which is in place for that purpose.  Second, loving enemies means we must seek God's grace to help us forgive them.   To lack the ability to forgive is to be devoid of the power to truly love.  Forgiving someone is critical to loving someone.  Third, we must strive to seek understanding, to seek reconciliation with our enemy.  We know that is not always possible.  But we are to strive for such a goal.  Fourth, when our enemy stops trying to harm us, we must strive to help them. 

Jesus gives us a moral principle here, but each believer must ultimately determine what this will mean in a specific situation. There is no single Christian way to fulfill Jesus’ command to love our enemies.  Christians will and do disagree about how to be faithful to Jesus in fulfilling this command.  We must be open to the leading and inspiration of the Holy Spirit in seeking to implement Jesus command in our lives.   We certainly should seek guidance from the scriptures and from talking with Christian friends.  We must always rely upon prayer.
What does Jesus’ command mean to you?
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