It’s fashionable in some circles to point the finger of blame at religion for causing all the conflicts in the world. I’m sure you’ve come across that idea. Christopher Hitchens is one of the quite famous celebrity atheists who writes on this sort of things. His book, God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, has a chapter entitled Religion Kills. In it, he says this: ‘religion is not unlike racism. …religion has been an enormous multiplier of tribal suspicion and hatred.’ Religion is the cause of all the conflicts in this world.

It’s quite interesting that these so-called celebrity atheists always tend to turn a blind eye to the 20th century, the bloodiest of all, where actually fascism & communism, atheistic regimes, produced unprecedented wickedness & evil, human towards human. So it’s not just religion that’s to blame. However it is right to say that in some places at some points in history, some people in the name of Christianity have acted in the manner that is profoundly unChristian & has nothing to do with Jesus Christ. One of the recent famous examples was that American pastor Terry Jones, who was planning to burn Koran on the anniversary of September 11.
Our Bible passage today contains two very succinct summaries of Jesus’ teaching that pull the whole thing together. V.27. Love your enemies v.35. Love your enemies
Remember Jesus is talking to his disciples here. Last week we look at Luke 6:22, just a few sentences before, Jesus told us, 

Luke 6:22  Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man.
So genuine Christianity will bring religious hatred. But the religious hatred is one that we will experience for following Jesus. People will hate us, they will accuse us of being evil, exclude us, shut us out from the in-crowd at work or at school, churches that follow Jesus Christ will be sneered at. 

How are we to respond? First, by rejoicing. Luke 6:23  "Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven. For that is how their fathers treated the prophets.
Jesus assumes that his disciples are like the prophets of old. Jesus says, You’ve shown that you’ve followed me. People look at you & say, ‘That’s a terrible thing to do!’ And you will have experienced that if you’re a genuine follower of Jesus. But the fact that you experience that is actually an indication that you’re on the right side in eternity. Your reward will be very great. There will be real joy as we think about eternity, but at the same time, they will treat you like the prophets of old.
But then, as you face that suffering, Jesus says, love your enemies. 
This is so radical! We all understand how to hate our enemies. It comes very natural to us. No special classes are necessary to teach us. It’s just reflex. And it almost always leads us to higher levels of hatred. But Jesus is saying to his followers, ‘We’re going to handle this whole situation differently: love your enemies’.
And Jesus drives it home with 3 further commands in vv.27-28 & he then gives us 4 examples of what it’s going to look like for us to love our enemies. And then he finishes it with the world famous Golden Rule. 
3 commands

v.27 Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 

What does it mean to do good? Well, to do good is to act thoughtfully & effectively for the benefit of somebody else. How can I help them? 
And Jesus says, do good to those who hate you 
When I’m conscious of someone in the family, perhaps, or at the workplace, who genuinely despises me for following Jesus, I am to sit down & make it my goal to do them good. 

The next one: 28 bless those who curse you, To bless is to speak openly & to express a real desire for the well being of the other person. ‘I hope you get that job! I hope you recover soon! I hope your son does well at his HSC. I baked your favourite cake the other day. Have some!’ Bless! So if we’re aware of somebody who actually dislikes us, wants to do harm to us, & wants to exclude us from the in-crowd, what are we to do, says Jesus? Bless them. Speak well of them. Seek their good.
And the last one: To pray is to open my heart & to plead with God for his favour on behalf of another person. Prayer is something intimate between you & God. On your own, in silence, in your hidden room, as it were. And Jesus says, pray for those who ill-treat you. Surely, that must be among the most radical teachings that’s ever been given.
And Jesus gave us an incredible example. Remember when the executioners were pounding his hands & his feet to the cross, you remember? Remember his prayer? He didn’t pray that the Father will send lightning from the sky to strike these guys who were the sladgehammer & the spikes. He prayed a prayer that’s actually focussed on the redemption of his executioners. You all remember it. 

Luke 23:34 Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing."
Now wrap your head around that, when you’re taking spikes in your hands & your feet. 

Who’s heard about the Australian missionary Gladys Staines? Who remembers? Gladys (48) & her husband Graham had spent more than 30 years working with ostracized leprosy patients in India, & sharing the love of God in Jesus with people. They were building a hospital for leprosy patients. But somehow Hindu fanatics were not happy that people were getting converted to follow Jesus.
In January 1999, Graham and his two sons Philip, 10, and Timothy, eight, went to a retreat in a remote village. One night, they were sleeping in their jeep, when a mob of Hindu fanatics set the car on fire & burnt them all to death. 

You know what Gladys did? She forgave them. And she decided to stay on 5 more years in India with her 13-year old daughter, Esther, overseeing the completion of the hospital. 

That tragedy rocked India, but there was much praise about Gladys’ forgiveness & evident love for those people. 
D. P. Wadhwa, the Supreme Court judge who were heading the inquiry commended her. ''By her conduct, she has put to shame, if they have any shame, not only the perpetrators of the crime but all those who directly or indirectly may have sympathy for them.” 
How are we to respond then to a Christopher Hitchens or Richard Dawkinds? Or maybe a member of the political establishment in this country, who actually detests us, because we take Jesus seriously? Answer: we are to love, do good, bless, pray.

Vv.29-31 Jesus then spells out what it will look like in practice, to love our enemies, & he presses home his message with 4 examples. 
29 If someone strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other also. 

For somebody to strike you on the cheek in Middle Eastern culture, it is deep public insult. Remember the context: Jesus assumes that every Christian person will be like a prophet of old, out in the world, speaking openly of Jesus. We will therefore face scorn, & hatred & exclusion, & revulsion. But rather than retaliate when insulted, we must be ready to be insulted & insulted & insulted again. Pause, & refuse to hit back & get even.
That, of course, runs completely counter to everything we’ve been taught. ‘I demand my rights!’ We are a rights culture. When we’ve been wronged, everything within us wanna go, ‘I’m not gonna call! She did me wrong! He did me wrong! I have the right to hold on to my anger & even bitterness. I have the right to wanna get even, after what they did to me!’ Well, says Jesus, as my followers, we’re radically different. We love our enemies.

What else? What other example to love my enemies? Weakness, vulnerability in the face of opposition. v.29… If someone takes your cloak, do not stop him from taking your tunic.
The cloak was the outer garment. It’s like this jacket, your fleece, or a coat. But tunic, was the shirt. So says Jesus, someone takes away your jacket, don’t withhold your shirt. I’m to respond to someone who is seeking to fleece me, by making myself vulnerable a second time to that person. 
I don’t think Jesus is encouraging a ‘lie down & let everybody stamp all over you’ attitude. But when somebody actually does me damage in church or community, such that my reputation is at stake, Jesus says, ‘Offer your shirt as well. Be prepared to be fleeced, for the sake of the gospel’.
What else? What other example to love my enemies? 30 Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs to you, do not demand it back.
When someone comes looking to borrow from me, I shall lend. I’m ready to give, & give & give.. Now, not total lack of discernment! Jesus is not encouraging us all to go bankrupt. But it’s rather a generous spirit, that is ready to give & to give & to give again, & to give some more. 
Then, by way of summary, Jesus gives us the Golden Rule, which is again unique. 31 Do to others as you would have them do to you.
Jesus wants us to not be self-centred & self-seeking, but entirely selfless & other person centred. Focused on the absolute good of the other person. 
I’ve given quite a few examples, but I’m quite conscious that you’re actually the people who need to work out what it looks like in your personal context.

It’s very very stretching teaching, isn’t it?

One last point before we close: Why? Some of us may be in relationships where we had been deeply hurt, or where we’re currently facing horrible things, & so we want to know ‘Why?’ 
Why does Jesus want us to love our enemies?
32 "If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even`sinners' love those who love them. 33 And if you do good to those who are good to you, what credit is that to you? Even`sinners' do that. 34 And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even`sinners' lend to`sinners', expecting to be repaid in full.
In other words, we all know that the world loves people who love them. You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. That’s the whole culture, isn’t it? It’s easy to do something, expecting to receive something in return. 
You don’t need to be a Christian to be nice to someone who is nice to you. Anybody can do that. 

It’s as if Jesus was saying, ‘If you cannot do any better than that, why follow me?’ 
See, Jesus’ command around enemy love is not soft & passive. It requires enormous amount of courage & vision, & the goal is to soften the hearts & minds of people far from the Father, to the point where they’d not only regret, & reconsider their evil & ungodly behaviours, but maybe someday repent & surrender their lives to God & be reconciled to him & live a new kind of life. 
Why are we to love our enemies? I think the answer is in vv.35-36. 
35 But love your enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything back. Then your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, because he is kind to the ungrateful and wicked. 36 Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.
That’s why we are to love our enemies. So the answer is not horizontal, but vertical. We’re meant to be radically different, says Jesus. We’re the children of our heavenly Father, says Jesus. We have eternity to look forward to, says Jesus. There will be glorious reward as members of his kingdom, says Jesus.
Jesus is not saying, Love your enemies & you’ll earn a place in his family. What he’s saying is that as you love your enemies, you’ll be behaving like a member of God’s family. You’ll be showing that you’ve got the DNA, the genes of the children of God. So why love our enemies? Because of our relationship with our Father, who is merciful, who is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.
And therefore, here is somebody who is making my life a misery. Who’s spurned me, who’s rejected me, who’s cursed me, who hates me. Why am I going to love that person? O, says Jesus, look to your Father in heaven. The best way to love enemies is to treat them the way your Father treats them. What’s he like? Well, he’s shown us through the death of Jesus. He loves the unlovely. He’s kind to the ungrateful. He forgives the wicked. O, he forgives even me. Look at the cross of Jesus. 
If ever there was a person who deserves to be bitter, or to say, ‘I won’t give you anything, cause you don’t deserve it’, it was Jesus. But what did Jesus do? Though he was rich, yet for our sake he became poor. How poor did he become? O he gave up everything, absolutely everything! scorned, spurned, hated, he carried God’s judgment of my sins on the cross. Even the tunic of his own back, which the soldiers then cast lots for. He gave up his very life! As I look to Jesus, so he, as I trust him & ask him, will give me the energy & enabling, to change my attitude to the person I hate. That’s what Jesus is looking for. A whole revolution, a change of heart that comes from looking to him & finding him changing my heart.
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