
 
Sermon 01-8f-2022 

“When did God become a Christian?” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Leviticus 19:18 & 34 
 

18You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD. 
34The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the 

land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God. 
1) 

“When did God become a Christian?” – some of you remember this question as it was the title of a book that we read a couple of years 

ago in one of the adult classes here at First Church. I remember that some of you struggled with the content of the book and with the 

provocative title.  

The author, who is a colleague and friend of mine, chose this provoking title because it’s a question that he frequently 

encountered in his ministry. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if you too have wondered this question several times in your personal 

discipleship. 

 

“When did God become a Christian?” is an honest but also slightly ironic and cynical question that we ask when we Christians read the 

Old Testament. Sometimes we wonder: Is the God of the OT the same God as the one we find in the NT?  

There is a lot more war and violence in the OT and when Jesus enters the scene in the NT it appears as God somehow becomes 

more loving and caring. But, with my friend who wrote the book, I have to say: That is a slightly superficial assessment of the Christian 

Bible. As we look deeper we find that the Bible itself presents to us a God who is constant and does not change. Through Jesus God 

shows his very character that we find throughout the Bible. 

We are two weeks into our 9-week message series on one of Jesus’ most significant demands: “Love your enemies.” Today, I desire to 

show you that the command to love our enemies is not a change of the OT God’s mind but something that was on the heart of God from 

the beginning.  

 

I’m not sure if I will be successful in convincing you, but I want to try. I also hope that we will find today, that if we love our 

enemies we are moving closer to God’s heart. Let’s see how that goes, shall we? 

 

2) 

Yes, I admit it. There are parts of the OT where God encounters us in violent features and God-approved war. We’re bound to ask: 

 

Can the God who orders warfare be the same God who tells us to love our enemies? 

Last year I read the book of Joshua with a men’s and a woman’s group in our church and in it we struggled with the constant warfare that 

the people of Israel were involved in and how God approved of it. How can it be that he says through Jesus “love your enemies” – did he 

change his mind after all? Let’s see: 

 

Today’s scripture reading from the OT book of Leviticus said: 

 

You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am 

the LORD. – Leviticus 19:18 

 

The instruction to love one’s neighbor was given several decades before Israel went to war. So we can’t say that God regretted the warfare 

of Joshua and that’s when he came up with the law to love our neighbors – no, the law to love one’s neighbor came first. It was a prime 

directive that has its roots all the way back in the beginning of creation when God made people in his image. He deemed them special of 

receiving and giving each other their love.  

If we want to understand the place of warfare and capital punishment among God’s people we need to engage a different angle of 

questions and if you are interested in it I want to refer you to the book that my friend wrote. 

 

Today’s task is to find out that God’s concern to love our enemies is already present in the OT, or, shall we just say: from the beginning. 

Now, let’s be honest here: That verse from Leviticus doesn’t really talk about love for one’s enemy. It instructs love for one’s neighbor 

and in an OT context that typically is a fellow Israelite. 

There was a second passage from Leviticus (same chapter) that opens up the context:  

 

The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the 

land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God. - Lev 19:34 

 

Here now we have more explicitly expressed God’s desire to not limit one’s love for a fellow believer (in this case a fellow Israelite) but 

also to give it to outsiders. 

You know what? You can even go further back in the Bible than Leviticus to find that desire of God’s heart! 

In Exodus 23, when the Israelites had just escaped Egypt - same time period as Leviticus – God instructs the following: 



 
When you come upon your enemy’s ox or donkey going astray, you shall bring it back. 5 When you see the donkey of one who hates 

you lying under its burden and you would hold back from setting it free, you must help to set it free. – Exodus 23:4f 

I find this passage powerful because it actually employs the word “enemy.” Aren’t we tempted to say: Wow, this is so not OT like! But it 

is so very OT like, because the God of the OT is the same God as the one who shared his son in the NT and told us to love our enemies.  

We find further statements like that in the OT. Let’s check out two more from Proverbs: 

 

Do not rejoice when your enemies fall, and do not let your heart be glad when they stumble,… - Proverbs 24:17 

 

And in the next chapter it states: 
21If your enemies are hungry, give them bread to eat; 

    and if they are thirsty, give them water to drink (…) – Proverbs 25:21 

 

Isn’t that interesting?!  

Of course, the OT is a big book. There is no way to deny that the passages that tell us about warfare and vengeance outnumber these 

statements of love for one’s enemy that we just saw – they outnumber them by far. But that doesn’t mean they don’t count.  

I mean, think of the NT: There are only two places where Jesus instructs us to love our enemies (Mt 5 & Lk 6) and yet we give 

special heed to them. Just because something isn’t mentioned very often doesn’t mean it’s not important! 

The instruction to the Israelites to love their enemies is essential in the OT because it shows us the very heart of God that started a 

relationship with Israel in the first place. It was an instruction that the Israelites struggled and Jesus himself points that out. Let’s leave the 

OT behind and go to Jesus… 

 

3) 

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your enemies… - 

Matthew 5: 43f 

 

Jesus is not quoting from the OT here, at least not fully. The first part, ‘love your neighbor’ is a quote from the very Leviticus passage that 

we hear today. But there is no instruction anywhere in the OT to hate one’s enemy. That was Jewish practice at the time of Jesus and it 

was apparently so common that you can even find it in print – but not in the OT which is part of what we call the word of God. 

Jesus is often seen as a sort of a revolutionary – and in certain ways he was one – but not in the sense that he through the OT out of the 

window. He said he came to fulfill it, not to abandon it. In a way I can hear him say:  

“Guys, you have made it a practice to hate your enemies but that’s not what my father wants – from the beginning you were meant to love 

unconditionally.” 

Friends, we should be troubled by the warfare and vengeance of God’s people that we find in the OT. We really should. There are reasons 

for it but we still should be troubled. 

What’s more important, however, is that we see the heart and the unchanging character of God that is expressed in his desire for us to live 

lives that are different from the ways of the world.  

It wasn’t God’s idea for us to settle in nations, cultures and groups that are at odds with each other – God’s paradisaical intention 

was for us to live in perfect peace - with him and with others. Unfortunately this paradise got lost for us, but God wants to bring it back.  

The OT law was the first attempt to bring it back, Jesus Christ’s fist coming was the ultimate step, and his second coming will be 

the glorifying step.  

For right now, for the time period in which you and I live, we are invited to build this world of peace – we’re not going to be able to finish 

it, but we are going to be able to start it.  

I know, there is so much that suggests it’s futile to even try something so outlandish as to love one’s enemy. We may say this is 

impossible in this current world in which we live. We live in a world that has nations with boarders, disputes, and so much more. We live 

in a world where we tend to prefer to hang out with like-minded folk and grow suspicious about people who are unlike us, believe and 

think differently. 

 

But it is into this very world into which God came through a baby. Into this divided world with so much warfare and hatred, God came to 

show us another way – the original way, the way of God: “Love them anyway!”  

Jesus showed us how to do it. He loved those who hated him – he didn’t approve of their hatred, but he would not stop loving them, not 

even when they killed him. His death on the cross – to some it stands as a sign of failure, as a sign of: “See, this is what you get if you try 

to love your enemies.” But to those who believe in the power of Christ’s deeds, words and death, the cross is not a symbol of failure, but a 

symbol of victory. Christ invites us to follow his way, not the way of the world, not the way of vengeance and violence and distrust.  

 

He calls you, he calls you personally: “Be reconciled with God, live a new life, live as all people were intended to live even if you’re the 

only one doing it. I died so that you can live in the power of God’s Spirit and do the seemingly impossible: love those who hate you, love 

your enemies and show the world a different way.” May God give you the faith, the hope and the love to do so. Amen. 


