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“REFLECTING THE LOVE OF THE MOST HIGH”

I. Introduction 

A. This passage is part of what is known as the Sermon on the Plain, a section 
of Jesus’s teaching in Luke’s Gospel that bears a number of similarities to 
the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7.   

1. One of the things that is important to bear in mind as we interpret 
the teaching contained in the Sermon on the Plain is that it is 
immediately preceded by Jesus’s selection of the twelve apostles.  

2. As we noted when we studied that text, Jesus had an important 
reason for deciding on twelve as the number for his apostolic band.  

3. He chose twelve apostles because there were twelve tribes in Israel.  

4. In taking this action, Jesus was reconstituting Israel around himself 
as the One whose coming ushered in the kingdom that was 
promised to God’s covenant people in the Old Testament.  

5. Because the Sermon on the Plain was addressed to Jesus’s disciples 
as the recipients of this kingdom, it gives us a picture of what the 
kingdom of God looks like in this present age.  

B. The focus in the verses that we have just read is upon the duty that we 
owe to others, specifically to people who are hostile and unkind toward 
us.  

1. In other words, this text belongs to the category of law.  

2. This means we need to be careful not to read this passage as a 
requirement that we need to live up to in order to secure a right 
standing with God.  

3. To do that would be to put our confidence in works of the law.  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4. We can only be made right with God through the gospel, the 
announcement of what God has done for us in Christ.  

5. This text tells us how God wants his redeemed people to live in this 
present evil age.  

6. Here we learn that our God calls us to relate to others in a manner 
that reflects the kind of love that he extends to us in Christ.  

II. Return Good for Evil 

A. In the first part of the text, we see that this love is characterized by 
returning good for evil.  

1. Jesus says that we are to love our enemies and do good to those 
who hate us.  

2. This is a well-known Christian teaching, but its familiarity does not 
make it easy to put into practice. 

3. We may be able to restrain ourselves from retaliating when people 
treat us in an unjust or unkind manner, but the last thing in the 
world that we want to do is to show them kindness in return.  

4. Yet that is exactly what Jesus commands us to do.  

B. We have a tendency to think of love primarily as a feeling, but that is not 
how the Bible understands love.  

1. In Scripture, loving another person involves seeking what is in their 
best interest, even to the point of setting aside your own interests.  

2. This is what Jesus is talking about when he tells us to love our 
enemies.  

3. This was powerfully exemplified in the life of the English Reformer 
Thomas Cranmer, the archbishop of Canterbury who was 
eventually martyred for his commitment to the Reformed cause.  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4. It was said that the quickest way to become Cranmer’s friend was 
to wrong him in some way.  

5. If you did so, Cranmer would go out of his way to do good to you, 
with the result that he would usually win you as a friend.  

C. As we noted in last week’s sermon, we are living in a culture in which it is 
becoming more and more common for Christians to be hated and reviled 
simply because of our religious convictions.  

1. There was an example of this just this past week on the floor of the 
U.S. Senate Budget Committee.  

2. It had to do with Russell Vought, President Trump’s nominee for 
deputy director of the Office of Management and Budget. 

3. On Wednesday, Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders cited Vought’s 
belief that Jesus Christ is the only way of salvation as the reason 
why Vought should not be confirmed to this post.  

4. Sanders argued that such a belief is indefensible, hateful, and 
Islamophobic.  

5. Sanders was quite animated in stating his views on this matter.  

6. He interrupted Vought at various points while questioning him, 
and then he concluded his remarks by shouting bitterly that Vought 
is “Not someone who is what this country is supposed to be 
about.”  

D. How should we respond when people say that our religious beliefs as 
Christians make us bad citizens and bad neighbors and should disqualify 
us from serving in certain positions?  

1. On the one hand, we do need to defend our religious liberty in such 
situations.  

2. What Senator Sanders did was unconstitutional.  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3. He set up a religious test for public office, something that is 
prohibited by Article VI of the U.S. Constitution. 

4. Christians can and should point out the injustice when this sort of 
thing happens, just as the apostle Paul pointed out when his rights 
as a Roman citizen were being violated.  

5. On the other hand, we do need to remember that we are never free 
to talk or act in a hateful manner towards those who mistreat us.  

6. On the contrary, Jesus tells us to go out of our way to show them 
kindness and respect.  

E. After giving this general instruction about loving our enemies, Jesus then 
provides several examples of what this kind of love looks like.  

1. First, we are to bless those who curse us.  

2. When people revile you or ridicule you or slander you, you are to 
respond by seeking their spiritual good.  

3. Today is the day of grace.  

4. Now is the time to seek the salvation of those who set themselves 
against God and his people.  

5. After all, God extended his grace to you when you were living in 
rebellion against him.  

6. Until the day of judgment arrives, you must continue to hope, pray, 
and strive for the salvation of those who are opposed to Christ and 
his kingdom.  

F. The next example that Jesus gives is the famous command to turn the 
other cheek when someone strikes you.  

1. In saying this, Jesus is not teaching pacifism.  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2. He is not talking about a nation’s criminal justice system or its 
national defenses.  

3. Other passages of Scripture make it clear that the civil magistrate 
has a responsibility to punish wrongdoers and to protect its 
citizens.  

4. Nor is Jesus saying that we do not have the right to protect 
ourselves, our families, and our property.  

5. That right and responsibility is implicit in the commandments 
against murder and theft.  

6. What Jesus is forbidding is a vengeful heart.  

7. He is teaching us how we should respond to personal insults and 
attacks. 

8. We are not to get our feathers ruffled and insist upon having our 
dignity reaffirmed when people treat us in a disgraceful manner.  

9. To turn the other cheek is to continue showing civility and kindness 
to someone who insults you.  

10. When you do that, you are giving the person another opportunity 
to slight you. 

11. But those who belong to Christ can do that, because we know that 
we are right with God and that vengeance belongs to him.  

G. A similar point is made by Jesus in the next example, where he says that if 
someone takes away your outer garment you should not withhold your 
inner garment from him.  

1. This seems to be describing a robbery, though Matthew’s version 
sets it in the context of a lawsuit.  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2. The basic idea in both texts is that we should not be consumed by 
the impulse to insist upon our rights whenever we are wronged.  

3. In such situations, we should consider how we might try to 
overcome evil with good.  

4. There is a powerful illustration of this in Victor Hugo’s novel Les 
Miserables.  

5. Near the beginning of the story, the poor ex-convict Jean Valjean 
responds to the kindness that was shown to him by a bishop by 
stealing the bishop’s silver cutlery.  

6. Valjean is quickly caught by the police and is brought before the 
bishop.  

7. But when the bishop sees him, he says this:  “Ah, there you are!  I’m 
glad to see you.  But I gave you the candlesticks, too, which are 
silver like the rest and would bring two hundred francs.  Why 
didn’t you take them along with your cutlery?” [105]  

8. That action by the bishop took Jean Valjean completely by surprise, 
and it radically changed the course of his life.  

9. It is not easy for us to hear Jesus telling us to give up our rights in 
order to do good to people who have done evil to us, but that is 
precisely why it is so conspicuous when Christians actually do it.  

10. As Sinclair Ferguson puts it, “where the sin of others abounds, 
grace in [us] should abound much more.  In that, [we] will be like 
[our] Master.” [The Sermon on the Mount, 101]  

III. Do Good When It Won’t Be Reciprocated 

A. In the second part of our passage, we are told that our love for others 
should be shown by doing good to others even when it will not be 
reciprocated.  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1. One example of this is those uncomfortable situations where people 
beg from us.  

2. Of course, there are other principles that need to be applied in such 
situations.  

3. For example, Paul says in 2 Thessalonians 3:10, “if anyone is not 
willing to work, let him not eat.” 

4. While giving money to a beggar may make us feel good, we are 
actually doing harm if we are enabling irresponsibility or 
supporting an addiction.  

5. We do need to be careful when we don’t know anything about a 
person who is begging from us.  

6. The point that Jesus is making here is that we should be generous 
even to those who are unlikely to do anything for us in return.  

7. We should be generous without being unwise in our generosity.  

8. In the words of John Stott, “the only limit to the Christian’s 
generosity will be a limit which love itself may impose.” [The 
Message of the Sermon on the Mount, 107]  

B. This brings us to verse 31, where Jesus states what has come to be known 
as “the golden rule.”  

1. He says, “And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to 
them.”  

2. This is really just another way of saying that we are to love others 
as we love ourselves.  

3. If you stop and think about it, that is a high standard.  

4. Self-love is an extremely strong force in our lives.  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5. In everything that we do, our natural impulse is to seek whatever 
we deem to be in our  best interest.  

6. But in the golden rule, Jesus is telling us that our treatment of 
others should be guided by our consideration of what is in their 
best interest.  

C. The next example of non-reciprocity that Jesus gives in our text has to do 
with lending money.  

1. He says, “if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, 
what credit is that to you?  Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back 
the same amount.  But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, 
expecting nothing in return”.  

2. Jesus is not saying that we should just give all of our money away.  

3. After all, he still uses the word “lend.”  

4. He was confronting the tendency that people in his day had to 
make loans only in order to make sure that they would be able to 
secure a loan for themselves should the need arise at some point in 
the future.  

5. Our generosity towards others should not be motivated by self-
interest.  

6. When we lend or do good to others, we should not expect a favor 
in return.  

7. We should do it to help the person in their need.  

D. The thing that enables the Christian to live this way is his trust that God 
will reward him.  

1. This does not mean that we merit salvation through our generosity.  

2. It is simply saying that our generosity demonstrates who we are.  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3. The fact that we have received undeserved kindness from God 
should cause us to show undeserved kindness to others.  

4. We have been created anew after the likeness of the God of mercy.

5. The mercy that is an essential aspect of God’s character should be 
reflected in our lives.  

IV. Conclusion 

A. This passage sets a high standard.  

1. It is a standard that none of us can live up to.  

2. Even the kindest, most forbearing, most generous Christian falls far 
short of this.  

3. And for this reason, this passage drives us to Christ.  

4. Only Jesus perfectly displays this kind of love.  

5. He died for us and reconciled us to God while we were God’s 
enemies.  

6. We should marvel at that great truth every single day of our lives.  

7. The more you ponder the depths of God’s mercy to you, the more 
will you be motivated to be merciful to others.  

B. Even though Christians never manifest this kind of love perfectly, we do 
manifest it to a certain degree.  

1. And when we do, it can be an extraordinarily powerful force.  

2. Sometime in the second century, an unknown Christian writer 
stressed this point in a letter that he wrote to a Roman official, a 
letter that is known as the Epistle to Diognetus.  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3. His words serve as a fitting conclusion to our consideration of this 
text:  “Christians are not distinguished from the rest of humanity by 
country, language, or custom… But while they live in both Greek 
and barbarian cities, as each one’s lot was cast, and follow the local 
customs in dress and food and other aspects of life, at the same 
time they demonstrate the remarkable and admittedly unusual 
character of their own citizenship… They marry like everyone else, 
and have children, but they do not expose their offspring.  They 
share their food but not their wives.  They are in the flesh, but they 
do not live according to the flesh.  They live on earth, but their 
citizenship is in heaven.  They obey the established laws; indeed in 
their private lives they transcend the laws.  They love everyone, 
and by everyone they are persecuted.  They are unknown, yet they 
are condemned; they are put to death, yet they are brought to life.  
They are poor, yet they make many rich; they are in need of 
everything, yet they abound in everything.  They are dishonored, 
yet they are glorified in their dishonor; they are slandered, yet they 
are vindicated.  They are cursed, yet they bless; they are insulted, 
yet they offer respect.  When they do good, they are punished as 
evildoers; when they are punished, they rejoice as though brought 
to life.  By the Jews they are assaulted as foreigners, and by the 
Greeks they are persecuted, yet those who hate them are unable to 
give a reason for their hostility.” (ch. 5)  

4. May God grant that such things could be said of us.  
 


