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The Commands of Our Lord

“Love Enemies and Be Perfect”

Past issues of these letters may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful.

Matt 5:44 “But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you

Matt 5:45 in order that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.

Matt 5:46 "For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax-gatherers do the same?

Matt 5:47 "And if you greet your brothers only, what do you do more than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?

Matt 5:48 "Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

These commands are indeed impossible for the non-Christian.  They are also very difficult for us Christians!  When someone explicitly demonstrates that he or she is my enemy, my reaction is to lash out at him in some manner, either covertly or overtly.  Jesus is here pointing out a way that clearly separates us from worldly people.  It is really easy to love those people who love me.  But Jesus clearly says that there is no reward for only loving those who love us.  Membership in the Kingdom of Heaven is based upon the work of Jesus so our reward is not our justification but will be some other rewards based upon our works after justification.  
What about His statement about greeting brothers only?  I am probably not the only one reading this who has overtly ignored someone who has been shown to be my enemy!  I have to admit that I openly ignored someone just a few feet from me a few months ago because I knew that he was my enemy and I did not want to recognize his existence!  Not only was my behavior childish, it was also not Christian.  As an openly proclaimed Christian professor of science in a secular university, I have clearly been shown disdain and colleagues have even worked against me on several occasions just because of my religion.  But my reaction to their actions must be based on the love that God has shown me and not on my worldly nature.  When we really understand how God has loved us even when we were His enemies then we can begin to understand how we are to react to those who hate us.  

Jesus ends this short discussion with the even more demanding command to be perfect!  But also note carefully that verse 48 begins with the word “therefore”.  Jesus is telling us that loving our enemies is an important aspect of being perfect, which is to be our main goal.  Just as only God is good, only God is perfect in a way that we understand.  Barclay stated that the meaning of the Greek word translated perfect iss to behave in a way suited to its creation.  In other words a Phillips-head screwdriver is only for that particular type of screw.  Of course we certainly are to behave in a suitable manner to do the deeds God has planned for us.  But I am not going to back away from the clear meaning of this command.  The comparison Jesus makes is to the perfection of God.  The command was also clearly stated in the Old Testament:

Lev 19:2 “Speak to all the congregation of the sons of Israel and say to them, 'You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”

“Holy” means set apart from the world and perfect behavior means performing according to the standards of the Holy One.  But do not think that I am saying that only people who behave perfectly on earth according to their works will inherit the Kingdom of God.  We are perfect before God, declared to be children of God, and have inherited the Kingdom of God based only upon all the works of Jesus Christ.  BUT we are still to strive to apply that perfection to our worldly works even though we know that we will never achieve such a worldly perfection.  In my opinion Jesus here is commanding us to participate in the process of sanctification as our justification is being applied to all of our thoughts, words, and deeds here on earth.  I have often used the following diagram to depict this sanctification process.
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After our justification the rest of our time on earth is spent with the goal of freeing ourselves of our sin nature and replacing it with the nature of Jesus Christ.  So Jesus is commanding us to love our enemies as one of the results of the sanctification process which helps us measure our progress in our goal of being perfect.  He is also commanding us to be perfect as He is perfect so that all of our actions will conform to His.  
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