Learning to Love the Enerny
A sermon preached by the Rewvd. Theodore S. Atkinson on March 16, 1926 at the Oxford Preshyierian
Chutehi, Oxford, PA: Scripture Lessons: Genesis 45:1-14; Romans 5:10~11; Matthew 5:43-43.
In the Mame of the Father,
and of the Son,
and of the Holy Ghost.
Amen.

Love your enemies! That's probably one of the most difficult
comimandments to cbey. But | believe that it's possible to learn to love our
ehetnies, to bless themm, to do good to them. | haven't 1earned that lesson
very well. I'm stillin schéul. But I've met people whose lives have shown
me that we o&# learn to love our enemies. | think of Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr., whose public life was dedicated to the principle of loving his
enemies. | think of the Revd. Allan Boesak and Bishop Tutu in South Africa

wha, despite the great provocation of the South Africen Government and

..... — the_system af spatiheid, have stood for loving thelrenamissratherthan.

B destroying them.

But not anly e we Jesrs Lo love our enemies, we musl, ar é/5e
we catr 'l reaiiy cleiny e he Fad's cniicren. That's whetl Jesus said.
He said that we're to love our enemies "that you may be children of your
father it heaven” Think of that! John Calvin, commenting on this verse
wrote that Christ "definitely states that no-one shall be @ child of God if
they don't love those who hate them”. In other words, whoever wants to be
8 Christian smwus? lave their enemies.

we must also love aur enemies 77 w'e reaily weni o painl? aikers
ta Cfvisd Many a person who never darkens the door of 8 church Knows
very well that Jesus commanded us to love our enemies.  And so very
often these noti-churched people throw this commandment into ocur faces.
“fou say you believe the Bible. You say you trust in Christ. Well, why don't

you obey him?" They hear us saying unkind things about others. They hear



about fights and arguments armohg Christisns. They hear Christians put
down people of other races and express vindictive attitudes. They laugh at
the way Christians of different denominations fight and put down one
ghother. So if we want to point friends, neighbors and relatives to Jesus
we must learn to love our enermies.

The first step in learning to love our enemies is to recagnize thel we
heve enamies Sometimes it's really hard for us 1o admit that we have
gnemies. Who are our enemies? She's the gir! wha steals your boyfriend.
He's the guy who tries to pick a fight with gou in the school cafeteria.

He's your six year old brother who won't 1et you play with his transformer.
She's the womman who tekes your job. It's your neighbor who walks right by

you on the street and doesn’t say hello. Youwr enemmy may be your mather ot

T ——Tatheretsterorirother, saror daugiitérT Vour enermy mag be gour boss
S who won't gfve you & raise ar your employee who rips you off by stealing
frorm you. These are some of our enermies. But sometimes it's really hard
for us to adimit we have enemies,

Bruce Larsan, a Presbyterian minister and writer, tells of a man in his
congregation that he just couldn't get along with. He felt this man was
critical of his ministry and unsuppaortive. He felt ahger and hostility
towards hitn. He didi't know how to respond to him. One day Larson came
hame grumbling to his wife about this man. It wasn't the first time he'd
done it. He was hoping his wife would commiserate with him and together
they would think up all zorts of rotten things to say about this man. But
this time his wife said to him quite frankly, "why don't you do what you're
always telling your congregation to do?” "What's thet?” was his angry
reply. "Why don't you admit to yourself that you just don't like him snd

that you have no tove in your heart for him and ask God to change your



~k

heart?” Larson didn't like that end stomped out of the room pouting. Laeter
that night when he was praying with his tittle daughter at bed-time it
suddenly occured to him that his wife was right. He admitted to himself
that ha neither liked or loved this man. And with his daughter beside him
he confessed 1o God his lack of lave. This confession was Lthe first step in
learning to love his enemy.

It's really hard for us, sometimes, to admit that there are people we
dor't Tike or care for, people that we don't even want to like or love, people
that we actually enjoy saying bad things about; people that you just love
to hate. But this is what we sws? confess if we're going to learn to love
our enemy.

A second step in learning to love our enemies is simply to star deing

YT R et reny roursnciety-wedunt usuatty gooutand - ~ %g
beat up peaple we don't Tike. The law frowns on that sort of thing and,
besides, it makes us look bad to punch somebady out when they tick us off.
What we really like to do is get hack at our enemies in ways that waon't get
ue in trouble with the law ar make ourselves look bad; 5o that we look like
the innocent victims., There are all sorts of subtie, polite, sophisticated,
dignified ways of atlacking thase we don't like.

we sametimes stay awake at night thinking up ways to get our enemies
goat. We ighore them. We don't spesk to them. We scawl at them. We're
rude to them. We don't greet themn. We avoid therm. We say bad things
about them when they can't defend themselves. We curse them. We pick up
our marbles and go horne. We cross the street just so we won't have to
greet them. We drive by and look the other way just so we won't have to
wave. That's whet Jesus was talking about when he said, "If you salute

only your brethren, what more are you doing than athers? Do not even the



Gentiles do the sama?”

One of the most destructive weapons we use is our tongue. Sometimes
it seems that my tengue takes ona life of its own. The tongue can be
especially destructive. Whenever we say anything unkind sbout anyone,
ever i7 7i's trye, we're attacking thern. How | dislike it whett | find that
sofmeone has been talking about me in & critical or gossipy way. [t really
hurts snd angers me. | take it as an attack upon myself, just as if that
person had stabbed me in the back. My first reaction is to want to get back
gt them in some way.

| raust add, though, that it's good to talk about the anger and hurt we're
feeling. Jesus gives us detailed instructions in Matthew 17 as to what to

do. He says that if we have 8 gripe with sameone, don't talk gher? them,

—tatk e them—Go-tothenrdirectiyand-talk withtham— ey dontwant to —

hear you, you're not to go out and telk down this person with everyone. Go
to one another person, a spiritual mother or father, a minister, an elder,
deacon, or trusted friend and talk. Sometimes you might have to go the
autorities if you are being physically threatened. You might have to talk to
someone about your rights that might be threstened. But we're not to go
around among friends and farmily snd talk down our enernies. ‘We'll never
learn to love our enemies as long as we continue to say and do unkind
things to them. So & second step in learning to love our enemies is to stop
saying or doing enything unkind towards them.

A third step in learning to love our enemies is Lo ¢eke positive
sciian Sl Augustine once wrote, "Many people have learned o turn the
other cheek, but don't know who to love sameane who strikes them.” Jesus
caid, "Love your enemies”. Love isn't simply & passive thing. It's not

simply stapping from deing snd saying unkind things. I1t's doing something



pogitive, even when we don't feel like it.

Pwant to suggest three positive steps to take in the way of loving our
enernies. The first is contained in our text. Frey far yauwr enemies.
Jesus prayed for his enemies. On the cross he said, "Father, forgive them
for they know not whet they do." Sometimes your enemies are really
stupid people. They've never learned how to deal with ather people. They
don't really know how to deal with their frustrations. They simply don't
know what they're doing. But even if they &z know Jesus commands us ta
pray for our enemies.

V've learned somsthing about praying for my enemies from an Anglican
Priest, Morton Kelsey. He prays the Lord's Prayer for his enemies. | think

it's o good ides and I've tried it. If John is my enemuy, | say, "John's Father

-~ ~who art inheaven;hatlowed be thy narre-indohn.~Thykingd m'n‘CDme“'i'nj CT T T
Johr. Thy will be done in John, on earth as if he were in heaven. Give ﬁim |
his daily bread, all that he needs to sustain and enrich his life. Forgive
John and help him to forgive others. Do not lead John into temptation but
deliver hirm from evil. Let John's joy be in your kingdom snd power and
glory forever and ever.” How can | do or say anything unkind toward John
a5 long as I'm praying for him like that?

But there's something mare important. There's real power in
intercession. God answers prayer. And as we pray for our enemies, God
changes us and our ettitudes. He can also change our enemy and his or her
attitudes.

A second positive thing we can do in order to learn Lo love our enemies
is to &/ess e In the KUY of the Bible we read, "Lave your enermies,
bless thern that curse you, do good to them that hate you, end pray for

them.” Many of the best and earliest manuscripts of the NT don't contain




that fuller statement since they probably weren't in the ariginal Gospel.
But since the teaching is found in other places in the Bible we can lesrn
from these words how h»etter to love our enemies.

Mot only are we to pray for them, we're to &#/ess therm How do we
bless them? ‘We say good things about them. We stop saying bad things
about ther and begin to say good things about them. Most of the time the
pecple we dom't 1ike aren't reslly evil people. Sometimes they're
comrmitted Christians, just as much as we are. Sometimes they've gotten
a raw deal in life themselves. Most of the time they're people & lot like us.
They have feelings. They hurt inside. They get frightened. They lave.

They hate. And they have & 1ot of good qualities. We need to discover what

these good qualities are and communicate them to others. That's how we

“bless our enemiggr— — - s e

| remember being smong some friends. Tongues were being sharpened
to criticise another person who wasn't present. The list of the persons
failings grew and grew until finally someone rermarked, "You know, tny
husband really likes that man. He has really enjoued going out to breakfast
with him from time to time. He finds him to be & very compassicnate
rman." It was like & bombshell. The whale tone of the group changed and
the negative conversation about the man stopped irmmediately. We learn to
love and even like our enemies when we bagin to speak well of them and to
bless them.

A third positive thing we can do &3 we learn to love our enemies is to
oo gead {o thenr hen we do loving things for an enemy a strenge
transformation begins to teke place within us. We find that we begin to
feel more positively sbout the person far whom we've been harbaring

resentrent. 1t's really hard, if not irpossible, ta dislike people whom



we've made happy. s whes gow LA aboud FU, PR pel Lhe peapie
Wi \da things Far us 1hel we fave the mast, hul the peaple Foir
Wehe we fo hings We learn to love our enemies, then, when we begin to
act genuinely Tovingly towards ther. Even when it 100 ke like all that

you're doing is doing know good.

Finally, when we learn how to love our enemies Mg Secame fike
il We become God like. The NT scholar, Alfred Plummer, once
wiote,

"To return evil for good is devilish;
to return good for good 13 human;
to return good for evil is divine.”

That's what Jesus is telling us to do, as difficult and as contrary to
human nature as that is. Return good for evil. That's what . Jdoseph did in
aur 0T Tesson and in doing so he was a 0T type of Christ. s a Christ-like
thing +2=86 to return good for evil. Paul wrote, “when we were God's
ggemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son” A
Christ-like man or woman doesn't simply go home and sulk wehen unjustly
treated by another. & Christ-like man or woman doesn't wait for the
enemy to come begging for forgiveness. The late G.A. 51 uddert-Kennedy
ance said, "The whole idea that you have to wail until your enemy repents,
before you love him... is contradicted (by God). God doesn't wait until a
person repents to Tove him.” & Christ-Tike man or woman does what God
did in Christ, at least in this one respect, he or she loves the enemy, takes
the initiative, goes to the enemy, nat in hostility, but in order to seek
reconciliation. & Christ-like man or woman can't be happy until he or she
has come to love, yes, even like, his enemy. well, I'mm still struggling to

learn these lessons. They are tough lessons to learn. Mo one iz saying it's

easy. But | hope and pray that you'll join me in the struggle to learn to
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love our enermies.

Mow unto him that is able to keep you fram falling and to present you fauitless before the presence
of his glory with exceeding joy, To the anly wise God our saviour, be glory and majesty , dornindon and
power, both now and ever,

Amen

Let us pray: 0God, the Father of all, wheose Sor commanded us to Tove our enernies: Lead
them and us from prejudice to truth; deliver them and us from hatred, cruelty, and revenge; and
in your goad time enasble ug 1l to stand reconciled before you; through Jeeus Christ our Lord.
Smen.




