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In August 1983, 27-year-old Russell Stendal, was taken hostage into the Columbian jungle by a 
band of Marxist guerrilla soldiers called the FARC. For nearly 5 months he learned what it really 
meant to love one’s enemies. In a letter written home he said, “I am in danger only of losing my life; 
they are in danger of losing their souls.” Through kindness, Russell befriended many of his guards. 
One day the commander told him, “We can’t kill you face to face; we like you. So we will have to 
kill you in your sleep.” Though God enabled Russell to graciously forgive his captors and would-be 
executioners, for the next 10 days and nights he couldn’t sleep. Night after night a machine gun was 
repeatedly thrust in his face under his mosquito net, but the guards couldn’t bring themselves to pull 
the trigger. On January 3, 1984, Russell was released. When he said goodbye, tears filled the eyes 
of some of his captors.  
 
Russell tells the story of his kidnapping is his book “Rescue the Captors”. The reason for the title is 
because he realized that his captors were more prisoners than he was. There was a chance he 
would be released, but most of his kidnappers were young boys who had been taken from their 
families, given a weapon, and taught to kill. They were threatened with death to themselves and/or 
their families should they try to escape. Not to mention their spiritual captivity.  
 
We all love our friends; there is no problem there. But, to love our enemies, that is quite a different 
matter. It’s been said that returning evil for good is satanic; returning good for good is simply 
human; but returning good for evil is divine. Let’s turn our attention to our text. Matthew, recording 
Jesus’ words, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, writes: 
 

You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to 
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your 
Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain 
on the just and on the unjust. For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do 
not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers, what more are you 
doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Matthew 5:43–47 
 

Brothers and sisters, the grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of our God stands forever. 
 
 
  
 
 



I. JESUS CALLS US TO LOVE OUR NEIGHBOR, WHICH INCLUDES OUR ENEMIES (v.43-44) 
You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to 
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,  

 
Where did this Law come from? It appears in Leviticus 19:17–18. Moses writes, “You shall not 
hate your brother in your heart, but you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin 
because of him. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own 
people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord.”   
 
You’ll notice that Moses says nothing about hating your enemy. So why does Jesus include this 
language when He says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate 
your enemy?’” In these verses, Jesus seems to be summarizing the prevailing thought of the day. In 
other words, He refers to the way scribes and Pharisees interpreted this Levitical Law – not the 
actual teaching of the Law itself. The Pharisees, on the other hand, taught that one should love 
those near and dear to him (Lev. 19:18), but that Israel’s enemies should be hated. The Old 
Testament nowhere says, “You shall hate your enemy.” That’s not to say that the Old Testament 
teaching regarding ones enemies was always easy to interpret.  
 
The Jews considered only other Jews who shared their privileged position, religious heritage, and 
cultural distinctions to be their neighbor. In other words, they had narrowed the scope of the 
command and added to it an assumption that was never instructed. The gospel forbids us to hate 
any individual or people group for any reason. As a matter of fact, the mystery of the gospel, as we 
learned in Ephesians 2, makes the two peoples (Jew and Gentile) into one new people by killing 
hostility through the cross.  

 
Spurgeon, in his commentary on this passage, notes that the addition of the words “and hate your 
enemy” are a parasitical growth upon God’s Law. God did not teach a double standard of morality 
that distinguished between the way we are to relate to our neighbor as compared to our enemy.  
 
WHO IS YOUR NEIGHBOR 
 
This raises a major question, “Who is your neighbor”? Everyone is your neighbor. Not all of the 
Scribes and Pharisees were mistaken about this! Consider the Scribe who said to Jesus, “You are 
right, Teacher. You have truly said that he is one, and there is no other besides him. And to love 
him with all the heart and with all the understanding and with all the strength, and to love one’s 
neighbor as oneself, is much more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices” Mark 12:32-33. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



LOVE IS A DECISION OF THE WILL BEFORE IT’S AN EMOTION 
 
There is a marked difference between what it means to like a person and love a person. To like 
someone is to relate to them with a certain set of emotional feelings. But love is not primarily a 
matter of feelings; it’s a matter of the will. In your flesh, you’ll rarely, if ever, feel like loving your 
enemy. You must choose to love your enemy. Furthermore, because love is a matter of the will 
and not feelings, it is always possible to love a person. You can say, “I won’t love a person,” but 
you can never say, “I can’t love a person.” C.S. Lewis once said, “Don’t waste your time bothering 
whether you love your neighbor – act as if you did. As soon as we do this we find one of the great 
secrets. When you behave as if you loved someone, you will presently come to love him. The 
worldly man treats certain people kindly because he likes them; the Christian, trying to treat 
everyone kindly, finds himself liking more people as he goes on – because he first loved them.”1 
 
The word love in verse 44 is the Greek noun (ajgapa¿w - agapao). It describes an unconditional, 
sacrificial, pursuit of good toward another. It’s the love that God is and that God demonstrates in 
supreme form at the cross. It loves even when the object of the love is hateful or unlovely. It is 
love irrespective of whether it is deserved and it’s even persistent when there are ample reasons to 
discourage it. It is love that exists entirely apart from the possibility or expectation of ever being 
loved back. It is this agape love that is to characterize the lives of God’s children. 

 
 
II. LOVE FOR YOUR ENEMY IS A DEMONSTRATION THAT YOU BELONG TO THE FATHER (v.45a)  

So that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. 
 

This is an interesting statement that Jesus makes. If we look back and pick up verse 44, Jesus says, 
“Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your 
Father who is in heaven.” It almost sounds as if you do this (love and pray for your enemies), 
you’ll be this (sons of your Father in Heaven). But that’s not what Jesus is saying here. It important 
that we understand that the focus of this verse is not on attaining a relationship with God, but 
rather on being a person who shares the characteristics of God. Jesus uses a common Hebrew 
idiom when he says “sons of” your Father who is in heaven. In the same way, we use phrases 
such as, “Like father, like son, or he’s a chip off the old block, or she’s the spitting image of her 
mother.” What Jesus is saying here is that when we love our enemies and pray for those who 
persecute or mistreat us, we are acting like God who graciously gives good things (sunshine and 
rain) even to those who rebel against Him. You are never more like God than when you are 
pursuing the highest good of others – even your enemies.  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: NY, Macmillian Publishing Company, 1958), 101-102. 



III. LOVE FOR YOUR ENEMY IS A REFLECTION OF GOD’S COMMON GRACE (v.45b) 
For he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the 
unjust. 

 
Theologians have long made a clear distinction between God’s effectual, saving grace, bestowed 
upon those whom He chose before the foundation of the world to become His children (cf. 
Ephesians 1:4-7), and His common grace that is shown to all – even those who oppose Him. 
 
God’s common grace is displayed in the fact that he gives good gifts indiscriminately to all. The 
sun doesn’t shine exclusively on the good and the rain doesn’t pass over the evil. God shares His 
good things even with those who oppose Him. Notice the language here, “He makes His sun rise 
on the evil and on the good.” It is His sun. The shining of the sun isn’t something that is to be 
understood as simply occurring naturally. God is displaying volition and intentionality. Consider 
also the frequency of the suns rising – it’s daily. God doesn’t just bless His enemies once or on 
occasion and then wash His hands of any display of benevolence. Instead, He blesses them daily 
– even though they don’t deserve it. Now, let me ask you a question. If God lets His light shine 
before all men, why aren’t we doing the same by loving even our enemies (cf. Matthew 5:16)? 
  
Matthew 5:45 suggests that our love “creates a climate” of blessings that makes it easier to win 
our enemies and make them our friends. Love is like the sunshine and rain that the Father sends 
so graciously.2 Someone once said that God has really given us five gospels. There is the gospel 
according to Matthew, the gospel according to Mark, the gospel according to Luke, the gospel 
according to John, and the gospel according to you. You are the closest that some men and 
women will ever get to Jesus Christ. If they don’t see Christ’s love in you, they may never see it.3  

 
HOW DO WE LOVE OUR ENEMIES (cf. LUKE 6:27) 
 
A. Do good to those who hate you (v.27) 

Love is active kindness. Consider how you can show kindness to the one who wants to do you 
harm. When your enemy is seeking your harm, you are called to seek his good. While this 
sounds reasonable in a controlled setting, it is much more difficult in practice. It is certainly not 
the desire of the flesh. 
  

B. Bless those who curse you (v.27) 
The word “bless” (ujloge÷w - eulogeo) is where we get our English word eulogy. To “bless” 
someone means to speak well of that person. We often speak ill of those who mistreat us because 
we don’t want anyone else to like them either.  

 
 
 

                                                
2 Warren Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary vol. 1, (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2001), 24. 
3 James Montgomery Boice, The Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1972), 144.  



C. Pray for those who persecute you (v.44) 
Jesus instructs us to (proseu/comai - proseuchomai) pray to God, or bring our enemies before the 
Father. It is much easier to pray for your brothers and sisters in Christ or even the lost who seem 
to love you. But the command from Jesus’ lips here is to pray for those who persecute (ejphrea¿zw 

- epereazo), insult, slander, falsely accuse, or mistreat you. If your enemy calls down distruction 
upon your head, expressing in words their wish for your downfall, we must respond by calling 
down Heaven’s blessing upon them, declaring in words that we wish nothing but their good.  
 
It’s interesting to note the connection between our prayers and the affections of our heart. In 
other words, in His wisdom and sovereignty, God has designed prayer such that our heart grows 
for the things and the people that we pray for. It is impossible to genuinely and consistently pray 
for someone without loving them. It is also impossible to go on praying for that person without 
discovering that our love for them grows and matures. This means that we don’t wait to start 
praying for our enemies until we feel some sliver of love for them in our heart. Instead, we begin 
to pray for them before we are ever conscious of loving them and find that our heart will follow 
suit.  

 
Consider the prayer of Steven as stones were being hurled at him. Acts 7:59-60 says, “As they 
were stoning Stephen, he called out, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ And falling to his knees he 
cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’” True spirituality isn’t seen 
in how much you do or pray, but how and for whom you pray. Are you willing to get on your 
knees for the ones who mistreat you? If not, we look a whole lot more like the Pharisees than we 
do Jesus.   

 
Jesus seems to have prayed for His tormentors while the iron spikes were being driven into His 
hands and feet and the tip of a razor sharp spear was thrust into His side. As a matter of fact, the 
imperfect tense of Jesus’ prayer in Luke 23:34 suggests that he kept praying, “Father, forgive 
them, for they know not what they do.” If the cruel torture of crucifixion couldn’t silence our 
Lord’s prayer for His enemies, what pain, pride, or prejudice could justify the silencing of ours?4 

 
WHAT SHOULD THE CONTENT OF OUR PRAYERS LOOK LIKE 
 
1. That God would be so gracious as to grant our enemy repentance and save them.  
2. That God would bless them. It takes minimal grace to pray, “Lord, deal with my enemy,” but 

it takes a lot of grace to pray, “Lord bless my enemy.” 
3. That God would not hold their sin against them.  

 
 
 
 
 
                                                
4 John R. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1978), 119. 



WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUESNCES OF OUR PRAYERS 
 
1. God will answer – Consider the fact that Jesus praying for His enemies while he was nailed to 

the cross could have partially ben responsible for the 3,000 people that were converted on 
the day of Pentecost.  

2. Your enemy might just become your friend – You can sometimes win over you enemies by 
loving them and praying for them.  

3. You please God – No matter how your enemy might respond to your love and prayers, there 
is no greater feeling in the world than knowing that you have pleased God. We can endure a 
thousand enemies when we know that we are pleasing God in the process.  

 
D. GREET YOUR ENEMIES (v.47)  

The Greek verb “greet” (ajspa¿zomai - aspazomai), means to embrace, salute, or welcome. 
Strictly speaking, it means nothing more than the exchange of warm pleasantries. But the Jewish 
greeting was a sign of peace. To greet another was in effect to pray, “God be with you.”   

 
Charles Spurgeon reminds us, “Christians are to persist in loving, even if men persist in enmity. 
We are to render blessing for cursing, prayers for persecutions. Even in the cases of 
cruel enemies, we are to; do good to them, and pray for them. ” We are no longer enemies to 
any, but friends to all. We do not merely cease to hate, and then abide in cold neutrality; but 
we love where hatred seemed inevitable. We bless where our old nature bids us curse, and we 
are active in doing good to those who deserve to receive evil from us. Where this is practically 
carried out, men wonder, respect, and admire the followers of Jesus. The theory may be 
ridiculed, but the practice is reverenced, and is counted so surprising, that men attribute it to 
some Godlike quality in Christians, and own that they are the children of the Father who is 
in heaven.”  

 
 
IV. LOVE FOR YOUR ENEMY REVEALS A DISTINCTION FROM THE WOLRD’S WAYS (v.46-47) 

For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do 
the same? And if you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do not 
even the Gentiles do the same?  

 
Your love for your enemies is a testimony to others. Notice the question Jesus asks, “What do 
you do more than others?” is a great question! We don’t ask the question because doing more 
than others earns the favor of God, but it does differentiate us from those who only do what is 
expected. God expects us to live on a much higher plane that the lost people of the world who 
return good for good and evil for evil. As Christians, we are called to return good for evil just as 
God has done for us.  
 
If you only love your friends, you are no different that the tax collectors and Gentiles. We are 
called to do more than what is common.  



TAX COLLECTORS AND GENTILES 
 
Tax collectors were hated in Jesus’ day. Interestingly enough, who did Jesus spend time with – 
tax collectors and sinners. Tax collectors were viewed as disloyal Israelites hired by the Roman 
government to tax other Jews for personal profit and were crooks, who most Jews literally 
loathed. Matthew himself belonged to this disgusting, despised brotherhood. What is Jesus 
saying? He is saying "Look, even these despicable tax gatherers love their own kind! So how will 
your love show itself distinctive if the only ones you love are your own kind? If you are only 
showing love to friends, you’re no better in loving than the thieving tax collector!” One can just 
imagine the stir that went through Jesus’ listeners when he presented this pithy comparison! 
This, along with being compared to Gentile (pagans) certainly would have stung the ears of the 
Pharisees.  

 
WHAT REWARD DO YOU HAVE  
 
Why do you suppose Jesus throws in reward? Luke’s account says, “What credit is that to you?” 
This language takes us back to the Beatitudes. Jesus said, “Blessed are those who are persecuted 
for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when others revile 
you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and 
be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before 
you” Matthew 5:10-12. 
 
You don’t get any reward for acting naturally, only for acting supernaturally. Don’t be self-
righteous and think you are above the motivation or enticement of reward. Paul longed for it. He 
said, “Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So 
run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive 
a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one 
beating the air. But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I 
myself should be disqualified” 1 Corinthians 9:24–27. Disqualified from what? The prize.  
 
Jesus Himself was motivated by reward. He was motivated by the joy that was set before Him. It 
was the joy of the Father that He would later receive which kept Him going. This enabled Him 
to endure the cross and its shame.   

 
TEN REASONS TO RESPOND HUMBLY TO YOUR ENEMIES 
 
It has been noted that Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” might have been a difficult opponent. In 2 
Corinthians 12:7-9 he wrote, “To keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing 
greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass me, to 
keep me from becoming conceited. Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, that it should 
leave me. But he said to me, “’My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in 
weakness.’” Consider these 10 reasons to respond humbly to your enemies: 



 
1. Because God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble (1 Peter 5:5).  
2. Because we are sinners too (1 Corinthians 4:7).  
3. Because God is motivated to fight for those who do not fight for themselves (1 Peter 2:23)  
4. Because Paul was willing to trade his salvation to rescue his enemies (Romans 9:1-4).  
5. You cannot tell the wheat from the weeds (Matthew 13:29).   
6. You are not the issue; God’s glory is (1 Corinthians 10:31).  
7. A humble response to attacks will motivate church members to join you (Romans 12:9-21).  
8. Your enemies may be right…about something (Psalm 139:23-24).  
9. Humility will adorn the gospel for outsiders to see (Matthew 5:16).  
10. Suffering well grows you in Christlikeness (Romans 5:3).5 
 
JESUS LOVED US WHEN WE WERE HIS ENEMIES 
 
Paul reminds us, “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him 
from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his 
Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life” Romans 5:8–10. 
 

Jesus sought me when a stranger 
Wandering from the fold of God 
He, to rescue me from danger 
Interposed His precious blood6 

 
 
  

                                                
5 Danny Akin, Love Your Enemies: It is the Way of Jesus, 5/9/2017.  
6 Come Thou Fount. 


