Pre:


So we are still talking about blessings. God has blessed us, and we share the blessing with others. Last week I left you with a specific assignment: to say “God bless you” to people that you met. How did it go? Could you do it? 


I found it hard to remember to do it. Though I remembered better when I was here in this building, and with those of you who were trying the same experiment.  I’m going to release you from the experiment today, but if it seems right to you as a greeting, then carry on. At the very least, I hope that you will carry in your heart a silent blessing for everyone that you meet.


Today we are going to continue in this mode of giving blessings. But this time I want to challenge you to specifically think about the people who are hard to bless, because they are your enemies, or they have done you wrong. 


The Bible does have some things to say about this, as you might expect. And in fact the New Testament in particular is quite repetitive about a theme regarding enemies and how we are to treat them. So I am going to read three very brief passages to give you the idea that this message doesn’t just come once, but multiply. The message comes first from Jesus (in the Sermon on the Mount) and then again from Paul in Romans and Peter in his first letter.  In my message I will focus on Jesus’ words in the Matthew passage. 
Sharing the Blessing—Even When It’s Hard

Matthew 5:43-48, Romans 12:14, I Peter 3:8-9


We’re going to start out with a meditation device, to get you in the appropriate frame of mind for today’s message. Feel free to close your eyes and just experience a bit of quiet peace. Take a deep breath. Picture yourself in a warm and pleasant outdoor scene, right beside a clear flowing stream. Birds are softly chirping in the distance, the leaves in the trees are whispering lightly in the gentle breeze. Nothing can bother you here. No one knows this secret place. You are in total seclusion from the world. . . .The soothing sound of a gentle waterfall fills the air with a cascade of serenity. The water is clear. You can easily make out the face of the person whose head you’re holding under the water.  Look. It’s the person who caused you all this stress in the first place. What a pleasant surprise. You let them up. . .just for a quick breath. . .Then plop! Back under they go. You allow yourself as many deep breaths as you want. There now. . . .feeling better? (I would like to give a citation here, but I’ve had this so long, I’ve forgotten where it came from.)


Let’s be honest. Isn’t there someone in your life that fits in that meditation? An enemy lurking deep in the dark recesses of your soul? 
Difficult relationships go back as far as Cain and Abel. And the desire for revenge and retribution runs deep in the human heart. That’s where curses are born. I read a newspaper article about a curse that was recently found on a lead tablet in Antioch. It was 2,000 years old, and the target of the curse was a vegetable seller named Babylas. The curse called upon the ancient pagan gods to tie up the poor man and then “drown and chill” his soul. The tablet contained the address of the targeted man, as well as very specific instructions as to how he was to be dispatched. (NY Times, Science, 1-2-12)


But curses are not just found in ancient tablets. You can buy them online now. Or you can just say to your enemy: “I hope you get chicken pox.” Or something to that effect. Or you can run down on the field at the end of a soccer match and start killing people like they did in Cairo last week. 


So we begin with this very difficult truth, that living in this world is really painful at times, because people can be really mean, and when they are mean to you, you want to get them back. And that seems right somehow. 


And it seemed right to the people Jesus was speaking to in the Sermon on the Mount, too (Matt 5). They had been taught the Law of Moses from when they were little children. The law of Moses said, “love your neighbor.” Fair enough. But by default, that “love your neighbor” command seemed to exclude certain people, namely your enemies, so it came to be that people believed that you need to love those who are close to you and who share your basic beliefs and concerns. At the same time it’s ok to hate your enemies – which at that point in time included the Roman occupation forces (aka Gentiles), and Israelites who colluded with them (such as tax collectors).  I think that people today have a similar perspective. Am I right? Does it feel ok to hate the enemies of America, or on a more personal level, to hate someone who has mistreated you or your family?


Then listen to this: 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. . . 

When you become a follower of Jesus, you are called to a different standard than you have known before. A standard difficult to grasp, much less to do. But this is a part of our calling, so we need to try to understand it and open ourselves to it. 

This would be a good time for a football analogy. That’s what’s on your mind today, anyway, isn’t it? How many of you ever dreamed of being on an NFL team? I have. There are more than a few reasons why I would never make the team. But there are lots of things I have thought about: the camaraderie, the strategy, the cheers from the crowd, the football itself (throwing it, catching it, kicking it, going in for a touchdown). I’d want to be the quarterback, of course. Or a wide receiver. Maybe eventually, the coach. 


But that’s all fantasy. What’s it really like to be on a football team? It’s a lot of hard work, and you have to make some pretty significant sacrifices, in terms of time, relationships, and long-term health.  If you’re going to wear the uniform, you’ve got to show up for practice, regularly, you’ve got to run the exercises the coach has you do, even if you think they’re dumb. You have to learn the rules of the game and abide by them. You have to cooperate with your teammates. But it’s all for a purpose, isn’t it? The purpose of playing the game well, and hopefully winning a few along the way. Wearing the uniform sets you apart from other people, and you want to live up to what the uniform represents. 


So, let’s go back to Jesus and his difficult words about loving your enemies. Even the Gentiles and the tax collectors love those who love them. There’s no advantage in that.   If you are going to wear my uniform, Jesus says, you need to live into what that uniform represents.  Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. Why? So that you may be children of your Father in heaven. God sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. The sun shines on both the evil and the good. And those who are made in God’s image (us!) and who are called by Jesus, will not be fully mature until we learn this lesson about loving our enemies. This is what that word “perfect” means, by the way. When Jesus says you are to be perfect, he’s not saying you have to get all A’s in school or never make a mistake. The Greek word teleios  (perfect) means that something has achieved the purpose for which it was made. You make a nice chicken dinner with apple pie for dessert—everyone loves it and goes away satisfied: perfect (teleios); mission accomplished.  You and I were made in God’s image, and that means our goal is to grow into that image—and we won’t get there by imitating the Gentiles and the tax collectors. We will get there by looking at what God does and imitating that.


Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven. 


 Love your enemies. Do you think that Jesus means that you should love your enemies in the same way that you love your friends or that you love your family? Do you think he means that you should become a doormat for people who are abusive or mean-spirited?  

No, that’s not what he means. The love that Jesus is talking about is far stronger than that. 


In the Greek language there are several different words that all get translated as “love” in the English Bible. One word describes the kind of nurturing love that you have for members of your family. Another describes the kind of warm and affectionate love that you have for your friends. Yet another word describes the passion of sexual love. 


None of these words are used by Jesus in this passage about loving your enemies. He does not expect you to feel warm fuzzy feelings toward your enemies. He doesn’t expect you to love your enemies in the same way as you love your family or your friends. You don’t even have to like them. 

The word he uses in this passage is the word agape, which many of you have heard before.  Agape is not about feelings.  Agape is about the will, it’s about deciding to act in a certain way. Specifically, agape means to seek another person’s good. And that doesn’t necessarily mean that you just let the person do what he or she wants to do. You can have boundaries and limits and still be a loving person. You can be assertive and loving at the same time.  To act on that person’s good may well mean that you confront bad behavior or evil intent. But a key point to remember is that agape does not seek revenge. Agape seeks the other person’s good. 

The story is told of Leonardo Da Vinci, that just before he started work on his great painting “The Last Supper,” he had a violent argument with another painter. Leonardo was so bitter that he determined to paint the face of his enemy, the other artist, into the face of Judas, and thus take his revenge by handing the man down in infamy and scorn to succeeding generations. So the face of Judas was one of the first faces that he completed. Everyone could easily recognize it as the face of the painter with whom he had quarreled. But when he came to paint the face of Christ, he could make no progress. Something seemed to be baffling him, holding him back, frustrating his best efforts. Finally he came to the conclusion that the thing that was frustrating him was that he had painted the face of his enemy onto the face of Judas. So he painted out the face of Judas and was then able to resume his work on the face of Jesus. 

So it is with us, oftentimes. It is our own bitterness and lack of forgiveness, lack of agape, that holds us back from following Jesus. 

This meal of which we are about to partake, the Lord’s Supper, calls us back to the place of blessing.  Here Jesus himself, in his supreme act of agape, reminds us that God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 
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