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Matthew 5:43-48; Romans 12:17-21

Writing in “The Cost of Fellowship,” Dietrich Bonhoeffer points out that here, for the first time in the Sermon on the Mount, we meet the word that sums up the whole of its message, the word “love.”  Love is defined in uncompromising terms as the love of our enemies.  Had Jesus only told us to love our brothers and sisters, we might have misunderstood what He meant by love, but now He leaves us in no doubt whatever as to His meaning.

“This is the supreme command,” Bonhoeffer writes.  And, John Stott, echoing modern commentators, sees Jesus’ intercession on the cross as the summit of Christian love.  He asks, “If the cruel torture of crucifixion could not silence our Lord’s prayer for His enemies, what pain, pride, prejudice or sloth could justify the silencing of ours?”  We Christians are specifically called to love our enemies (in which love there is no self-interest), and this is impossible without the supernatural grace of God.  If we love only those who love us, we are no better than swindlers.  If we greet only our brothers and sisters, our fellow Christians, we are no better than pagans: they too greet one another.  The question Jesus asked is: “What more are you doing than others” (47).  This simple word “more” is the quintessence of what He is saying.  It is not enough for Christians to resemble non-Christians; our calling is to outstrip them in virtue.  Our righteousness is to exceed that of the Pharisees (20) and our love is to surpass, to be more than that of the Gentiles.  What makes the Christian different from others is, as the Greek word used signifies, the “extraordinary.”  For Jesus that is the hallmark of the Christian.

It is the love of Jesus Christ Himself, who went patiently to the cross in total obedience.  The cross is the differential in Christian religion.  “So, you,” (the “you” is emphatic, to distinguish Christians from non-Christians) “must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (48).  The concept that God’s people must imitate God rather than men is not new.  The book of Leviticus repeats some five times as a refrain the command to imitate God in His holiness.  Yet here Christ’s call is not be holy but to be “perfect.”  Jesus did not expect His followers to become morally perfect in this life.  The context shows that the ‘perfection’ He means relates to love, that perfect love of God that is shown even to those who do not return it.  Indeed, scholars tell us that the Aramaic word Jesus may have used meant “all-embracing.”

Christ’s call to us is new not only because His command is to be “perfect” rather than “holy,” but also because His description of the GOD OF THE NT is new.  No longer is He just the OT Redeemer, unique to Israel in the Exodus.  But He is our “Father who is heaven,” (45), our “heavenly Father” (48).  And our obedience to him will not come from fear but from our hearts as the manifestation of our new nature.  For we are the sons of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, and we cannot demonstrate whose children we are unless we exhibit the family likeness, only when we love with an all-embracing love like His.

The last five verses of Romans 12 absolutely forbid retaliation and revenge to the followers of Jesus.  We are not to take revenge, but to leave this to God, and meanwhile to serve our enemies (19-20).  Our personal responsibility is to love and serve our enemies according to their needs, and genuinely to seek their highest good.  The coals of fire of verse 20 we may thus heap upon them are intended to heal, not to hurt, to win, not to alienate, in fact, to shame them into repentance.  If we serve and, at the same time, even convert our enemies, we thus repay good for evil, we reduce the tally of evil in the world, while, at the same time, increasing the tally of good.

Our enemies are those who harbour hostility against us, not those against whom we cherish hostility, for Jesus refuses to reckon with such a possibility.  By our enemies He means those who are quite intractable and utterly unresponsive to our love, who forgive us nothing when we forgive them all, who requite our love with hatred and our service with derision.  Who needs our love more than those who are consumed with hatred and are utterly devoid of love?  Who in other words deserves our love more than our enemy?  Where is love more glorified than when it dwells in the midst of its enemies?

Writing on Luke’s Sermon on the Mount, Bishop Tom Wright defines 6:27-38 as being all about a glorious, uproarious, absurd generosity in a Kingdom that Jesus preached and lived.  How absurd and generous does Jesus want us to get?  Bishop Wright suggests this: Let’s think of the best thing we can do for the worst person we know, and go ahead and do it.  Let’s think of something we’d really like someone to do for us, and then do it for them.  Let’s think of the people to whom we are tempted to be nasty, and lavish generosity on them instead.

Let us pray.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
GOSPEL QUESTIONS

1. “Part of you is eager…but another part is as lazy as an old dog.”  If Jesus said this to you in response to your perceived slowness or reluctance to love your enemies, what would you say or do?

2. Does this Jesus resemble the Jesus you learned about as a child?  Why or why not?

3. What surprised you in these passages?  Why?

4. Compare Luke 6:27-36.

EPISTLE QUESTIONS

1. Why are retaliation and revenge absolutely forbidden to the followers of Jesus?  Do you find this easy to accept?

2. Identify the negative and positive counterparts.  What can we learn from them?

3. In the light of what Paul has said about revenge, what does the reference  to “burning coals” in verse 20 mean?  Old Testament judgement?  Shame and remorse? Penitence? (In Ancient Egypt penitents would carry burning coals on their head.)  
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