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Lesson 9: Love Your Enemies    Matthew 5:43-48 

43 "You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.'  

44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,  

45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil 

and on the good and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. 

 46 For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do 

the same?  

47 And if you salute only your brethren, what more are you doing than others? Do not even the 

Gentiles do the same?  

48 You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect." 

Jesus introduces this section with a saying that would be familiar to his audience, "You shall love 

your neighbor and hate your enemy." Unlike some of the previous verses, this quote is only 

partially based on Leviticus 19:18 which states: 

 

You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but tyou 

shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD. 

 

The additional idea that enemies should be hated was not stated in the Old Testament Laws; 

nevertheless, it had become generally recognized as a reasonable response. Consequently, we 

love our neighbors: those who are like us or who are "on our side" and we hate our enemies 

because they are against us.  

 

In the previous verses we were reminded of the belief that we should punish others according to 

what they have done to us. Our action toward them is determined by their actions against us. In 

this passage we have the same mindset. A friend is a friend, and an enemy is an enemy—we are 

simply reacting to what someone else started. 

 

One of the reasons we know Jesus thought it was wrong to interpret "neighbor" merely as a 

friend or brother or comrade is that in Luke 10:29 when he was asked, "Who is my neighbor?" 

he answered by telling the parable of the Good Samaritan. In this parable the man that loved his 

neighbor was a Samaritan who would have been hated, oppressed and rejected by the Jews; 

nevertheless, when he came across a man who had been robbed, beaten and left half-dead on the 

Jericho road, he did not hesitate to help him—although it was quite possible that the wounded 

man would have been a Jew.   

 

But what does Jesus mean by "enemy"? It is easy to define an enemy as someone who is 

determined to defeat, destroy, control, crush, tear down or terrorize you. If this is the only 

definition of an enemy then many of us would have to acknowledge that our confrontations  
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with real enemies have been few and far between.  However, Jesus presents a more challenging 

definition which is that an enemy could be anyone from whom you might withhold love because 

of something they have done, not done or have the capability of doing that you find offensive.  

If you think about the word “enemy” in those terms, wouldn't your 'enemies list' expand? 

Consider situations when people you trusted seemed to be against you, acted as though they 

didn’t care about you or made you feel as though you were being taken for granted. Those 

you’ve called “friend” can also get under your skin to the extent that you are tempted to withhold 

love in order to punish them. 

It is quite possibl that our enemies are those we are supposed to get along with, someone in our 

extended family, our church, or at work.  But something “went down” and now you have great 

difficulty being around them and the last thing you want to do is show love. But what does Jesus 

say? He tells us, “love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”  

Why should we love our enemies?  Because when someone treats you like an enemy, it's a 

reminder of how we have treated the Lord. We have ignored him, taken his love for granted and 

even accused him of problems in our life that were not his doing. When we are able to 

acknowledge that in spite of how we have responded to God, he still loved us enough to send his 

Son Jesus, we should feel compelled to give that same degree of love to others. If we love our 

enemies the way God loves his enemies, it becomes evident that you have truly been born again 

into his family and you are his child. 

"Persecute" means to harass or punish in a manner designed to injure, grieve, or afflict 

specifically: to cause someone to suffer because of their beliefs.  We often feel that we are being 

persecuted when someone ignores us or treats us disrespectfully; however, there are places 

around the world where Christians are experiencing persecution that we could not imagine: 

 

❖ News agencies report that five Christians have been crucified since July in Sudan, one 

being an Anglican priest. The detail is supplied that the executioners used six-inch-long 

nails. In Wad Medani two Catholic converts have been sentenced by an Islamic law court 

to be crucified. Anglican Bishop Daniel Zindo reports that widows and orphans of slain 

Christian men are sold into slavery in north Sudan and Libya for $15 per slave. (First 

Things, December 1994, p. 82) 

 

Jesus says, "Yes, love them. Love them. If they kill you, love them. If they take away your father, 

love them. If they destroy your home, love them. Love your enemies and pray for them.  

Praying for your enemies is one of the deepest forms of love, because it requires you to go before 

God in order to intercede on their behalf. It may be for their conversion, their repentance or that 

they would be awakened to the enmity in their hearts. You may even pray that they will be 

stopped in their downward spiral of sin, even if it takes disease or calamity to do it but in the 

final analysis, you are praying for their good. 
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This is what Jesus did as he hung on the cross when he cried out on behalf of his persecutors: 

Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing. Luke 23:34 and it's what 

Stephen did as he was being stoned to death by his persecutors: Falling on his knees, he cried out 

with a loud voice, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them! Acts 7:60  

But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, in order that you may 

be sons of your Father who is in heaven. 

 

Some would interpret this verse to mean that you must first become a person who loves their 

enemies before you can be identified as a child of God.  But it may also mean that by loving your 

enemies it will be evident that you are a son/ daughter of your heavenly Father. The truth of our 

testimony is that we can't earn the status of being a child of God by good works rather we are 

born or “adopted” into the family only because of God’s grace. 

 

I believe that Jesus also has in mind situations much less dramatic than being crucified. Verse 45 

directs us towards another situation in which we should be compelled to love. It states: “He 

causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good and sends rain on the righteous 

and the unrighteous.” 

The evil and the unrighteous he speaks of are people who defy the laws of God. They resist his 

will and refuse to submit to his authority. Thus, another way to understand "enemies" based on 

this passage is that they are people who repeatedly fight against your leadership. They may not 

call themselves enemies. You may not call them enemies. But they resist your will, reject your 

plans and criticize your ideas. They are contrary and antagonistic for no apparent reason. 

In this sense, the enemy might be a rebellious child, an uncaring, non-listening, ill-tempered 

spouse or a cantankerous neighbor that complains about everything you do or even someone 

“serving” with you in a ministry of the church. Nevertheless, Jesus says, "Love them. Love your 

enemies. Love them." 

This verse reveals that your heavenly Father who loves you, also loves them enough to faithfully 

send the rain to provide life-giving water to replenish the earth and he causes the sun to rise as an 

eternal reminder that “his mercies are new every morning—great is his faithfulness toward us” --

- all of us! 

 

Sunshine and rain are the two things that every living thing needs to grow so that there will be 

food to sustain human life. In this instance love is demonstrated by your willingness to care for 

your enemy through practical acts of helpfulness in the ordinary but necessary things of life. God 

faithfully gives his enemies sunshine and rain. We must faithfully give our enemies shelter, food 

and water. 

46-47 If you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax-gatherers do 

the same? And if you greet your brothers only, what do you do more than others? 
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In verse 46 the implies "enemy" is anyone who doesn't love you. "If you (just) love those who 

love you, you are not loving the way I just commanded." The point seems to be, don't stop loving 

someone because they have done something that offended you, dishonored you, hurt your 

feelings, angered you, disappointed you, frustrated you or threatened you. “Love your enemies" 

means keep on loving them. Keep on loving them. 

In verse 47 the implied "enemy" becomes anyone who refuses to engage with you or even speak 

to you. "If you greet your brothers only, you are not loving the way I just commanded you." In 

this example, loving your enemy means something as simple and gracious as greeting them. 

Greeting your non-brothers is one form of the love that may seem utterly insignificant in the 

context of threatening and killing but Jesus intends for lessons about love to be applicable to all 

situations and circumstances of our lives 

How can we do this? Where does power to love like this come from? Matthew 5:11-12 states: 

Blessed are you when men cast insults at you, and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against 

you falsely, on account of Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great, for so 

they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Jesus teaches that we should not only endure the mistreatment of our enemies we must also learn 

to rejoice when it happens. Why? Because he has promised that our reward in heaven will be 

great. The command to love your enemy is an invitation to set your mind on things that are 

above rather than earthly problems because all the blessings and benefits we need are based on 

our personal relationship with the Lord rather than the way other people treat us. 

Summary 

It is clear that Jesus intends for us to love beyond what we could do on our own. This is why he 

asks his listeners, "For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the 

tax collectors do the same? There is nothing extraordinary about loving those that treat you well 

and withholding love from those who don't. Jesus points out that even those who do not know or 

trust in God can manage this much. 

❖ On June 17, 2015, at 8:16 p.m. in Charleston, South Carolina, Dylan Roof a 21-year-old 

self-proclaimed white supremacist, entered Emanuel AME Church, a historic African 

American house of worship, through a side door. He was welcomed with open arms by 

those who had gathered for prayer and Bible study but as the closing prayer ended, he 

pulled out his gun and brutally killed nine people including the pastor, Rev. Clementa 

Pinckney. The killer was apprehended by authorities the next day and was eventually 

tried, convicted and given the death penalty. The world was as shocked by the killing of 

these faithful believers as they were when members of the surviving families stood in the 

courtroom and offered forgiveness, love and an invitation for repentance to Roof. 

 



 5 

It takes our breath away to consider how we would have responded to this horrific tragedy if it 

had happened to someone we loved. What would it take for our anger and desire for revenge to 

be transformed to forgiveness and love? It seems truly impossible; nevertheless, this painful 

account gives us hope that what is horribly broken can be changed, healed and made right 

through the presence and power of God in our lives.  

We are commanded to bring our "enemies" and ourselves to God in prayer for healing and 

intervention. Remembering his great love for us and his ability to work in the midst of our frailty 

gives us hope that he can transform the hearts of others as well.  

God's will for us as citizens of the Kingdom is that we will be able to move consistently towards 

others with grace, love and hope. Jesus concludes this passage by stating emphatically: You, 

therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect." 

Thus, we close our exploration of Matthew 5 with a deeper understanding that his deepest desire 

is nothing less than for us to be as perfectly free from hate, anger, revenge and fear as he is, so 

that we will be able to experience and share the power of love. 

 


