
Sermon Series: The Wisdom of Jesus 
Sermon Title: Loving the Unlovely 

 
Text: Matthew 5:43-48 -- "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 
do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  47 And if you greet 
only your brothers, 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.  
 
Introduction: This is our third message in the series, “The Wisdom of Jesus.” So far, 
we’ve taken a look at His teaching from Matthew 7:1-5 on the importance of 
looking in the mirror at our own lives and correcting any wrong attitudes or 
behaviors we might have before we ever seek to point out a fault in the life of 
someone else. Then last week, we looked at a parable at the end of Matthew 7 
about building our lives on the right foundation by obeying the teachings of Jesus, 
so that the harsh storms of life don’t destroy us. This morning, I want to look at 
what our Lord says about loving people we consider to be unlovely. Specifically, 
I’m talking about our enemies. The word used in the New Testament for enemy 
refers to one who is hated.  I already know what our culture says about how to 
treat them.  IF SOMEONE DOES SOMETHING TO HURT YOU, HURT HIM WORSE! 
And it turns out that revenge actually brings pleasure to us according to David 
Chester of Virginia Commonwealth University and Nathan DeWall of the 
University of Kentucky. They discovered that a person who is insulted or socially 
rejected feels an emotional pain. NO BIG SECRET THERE! Interestingly, however, 
the area in the brain associated with pain was most active in participants who went 
on to react with an aggressive response after feeling rejected. Chester said, “It’s 
tapping into an ancient … tendency to respond to threats and harm with 
aggressive retaliation.” In a follow-up study, David Chester was surprised to find 
that EMOTIONAL PAIN WAS INTRICATELY YOKED WITH PLEASURE. That is, while 
rejection initially feels painful, it can quickly be masked by pleasure when 
presented with the opportunity to get revenge. It even activates the brain's known 
reward circuit, the nucleus accumbens. People who are provoked behave 
aggressively precisely because it can be a rewarding experience. Revenge really can 



be sweet. (Melissa Hogenboom, “The Hidden Upsides of Revenge,” BBC.com (4-3-
17)) 
 
That may be true when it comes to the science of the brain, but it directly 
contradicts what Jesus said in the passage I just read to you.  Despite the fact that 
the kingdom of darkness is more hostile than ever toward Christians when it comes 
to our contrasting views of marriage and the family, human sexuality, crime and 
the punishment of the wicked, the right to life and cancel culture, our Lord tells us 
that we need to respond very differently to those who oppose us. We’re not to 
show them hostility but love. In fact, that’s what separates believers from 
unbelievers -- along with several other ideals that Jesus shares in the Sermon on 
the Mount. 
 
Six times in Matthew chapter five, beginning at verse twenty-one, our Lord says, 
“You have heard that it was said … but I say”.  In each case, it is a contrast between 
what Jesus commands and what already exists in corrupt Judaism. To make His 
point, our Lord first shares an Old Testament text and then condemns their 
interpretation as TOO SUPERFICIAL in that it only deals with an OUTWARD 
BEHAVIOR, i.e., murder, adultery, divorce, swearing falsely, retaliation and hate. 
He accuses the Jews of setting aside the commands of God in order to observe their 
own traditions! Nowhere is it seen more clearly than in verse forty-three. LET’S 
LOOK AT A TRADITION OF THE JEWS, THE TEACHING OF THE OLD TESTAMENT AND 
THE TEACHING OF JESUS ABOUT HOW TO TREAT OUR ENEMIES. 
 
A TRADITION OF THE JEWS – Matthew 5:43 – You have heard that it was said, 
“You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” This isn’t, by the way, what 
was actually written in the law. It said, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself 
(Leviticus 19:18).” But the Jews wanted to justify their disdain of anyone who was 
not a part of their group, so they added “hate your enemy.” You can’t find that 
command in the Bible. In fact, if you go down to Leviticus 19:34, God instructed the 
Jews to “treat the stranger who sojourns with you as the native among you, and 
you shall love him as yourself.” This verse is referring to non-Jews or Gentiles. 
And this was one command the Jews wanted no part of and here’s why. Like most 
people, they didn’t have any problem loving themselves, or others who valued the 
same things. But what about those who were living as polar opposites? The 
Gentiles represented all that was impure, decadent, sinful – and certainly not 
Jewish. Sure, they were neighbors, but they built cities that reflected their culture 



and power with temples to worship idols, bathhouses, stadiums, and theaters. 
These were unclean places to go and represented a sinful presence in the land. It 
was “all bad” in the eyes of a practicing Jew. Perhaps the poster child for this kind 
of thinking came from a people called the Essenes. They were a Jewish community 
that lived near the Dead Sea. They advocated that respectable Jews were to … Love 
all the sons of light and hate all the sons of darkness. And that was their practice.  
It got so bad in the time of Christ that the Romans charged the Jews with “hatred 
of human kind.” What a shame for a people who should have been known for their 
love. 
 
But I wonder if the same charge could be levied at Christians today. Listen to these 
words from a pastor of one of the daughter churches of the Brooklyn Tabernacle. 
Over the last few years, I have seen the American church deteriorate into a very 
angry, vocal, defiant, bitter, name-calling throng with enough division to kill any 
chance that the command that we be known by our love will be achieved.  It not 
only seems, but is supported by numerous surveys of the American public, that 
Christianity has become known far more for what it stands against than what it 
stands for. This troubling occurrence and the continual decline in active church 
membership as well as conversions to Christ leads me to wonder if there is some 
link between the two. For many years I’ve been disturbed by the numerous 
conversations I’ve held with youth leaders regarding the young people leaving the 
church post-graduation.  As with many I held to the thought it was youthful 
rebellion and in time many would return. I’m not so sure that that is true anymore. 
I recently came across a growing movement outside the church realm known as the 
Un-Christians.  These are young people who have grown so disgusted by a church 
that is so indoctrinated in the causes they oppose that they no longer can tell you 
what they support. 
 
THE TEACHING OF THE OLD TESTAMENT – The Jews rationalized that it was okay 
to hate others because that’s what was taught in the Old Testament scriptures. 
They pointed to passages like Deuteronomy 20:16-18 which said, “However, in the 
cities of the nations the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, do not leave 
alive anything that breathes. 17 Completely destroy them — the Hittites, 
Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites — as the Lord your God 
has commanded you.” This passage affirms the sovereign right of God to war 
against the nations that threatened Israel. They argued, then, that hatred of the 
Gentiles was a good thing. Note, however, that God did not command acts of 



personal vengeance but for Israel to destroy the Canaanites. This was tied to God’s 
protection and preservation of His chosen people so that they could bring the 
Messiah to the world (See Genesis 12:2-3) This is the only Holy War in history that 
was sanctioned by God.  
 
The question remains, does the Old Testament teach that it is okay to hate? The 
answer is yes and no. YES, it is commendable for God’s people to hate what God 
hates. Some people call this RIGHTEOUS HATRED. Proverbs 6:16-19 tells us that … 
“There are six things that the Lord hates,  seven that are an abomination to him: 
17  haughty eyes, a lying tongue, and hands that shed innocent blood, 18 a heart 
that devises wicked plans,  feet that make haste to run to evil, 19  a false witness 
who breathes out lies, and one who sows discord among brothers”. On the other 
hand, the answer is NO. It’s clear that we are NOT to hate individual sinners, but 
their actions. Otherwise, we would be hating what God loves (John 3:16). Listen 
to what the Old Testament says about loving one’s enemies: (1) Exodus 23:4-5 -- If 
you meet your enemy's ox or his donkey going astray, you shall bring it back to 
him. 5 If you see the donkey of one who hates you lying down under its burden, 
you shall refrain from leaving him with it; you shall rescue it with him; (2) 
Proverbs 24:17 -- Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when he stumbles, do not 
let your heart rejoice; (3) Proverbs 25:21 -- If your enemy is hungry, give him food 
to eat; if he is thirsty, give him water to drink; (4) Do you remember what David 
did when he found Saul, his enemy who was trying to kill him, relieving himself in a 
cave? 1 Samuel 24:3-7 --  And he came to the sheepfolds by the way, where there 
was a cave, and Saul went in to relieve himself. Now David and his men were 
sitting in the innermost parts of the cave. 4 And the men of David said to him, 
"Here is the day of which the Lord said to you, 'Behold, I will give your enemy into 
your hand, and you shall do to him as it shall seem good to you.'" Then David 
arose and stealthily cut off a corner of Saul's robe. 5 And afterward David's heart 
struck him, because he had cut off a corner of Saul's robe. 6 He said to his men, 
"The Lord forbid that I should do this thing to my lord, the Lord's anointed, to put 
out my hand against him, seeing he is the Lord's anointed." I will repeat myself: 
Nowhere in the Old Testament are we taught to hate our enemies. 
 
THE TEACHINGS OF JESUS – Matthew 5:44-47 -- 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 do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  
47 And if you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others? Do 
not even the Gentiles do the same?  Our Lord provides three ascending principles 
about how to treat our enemies.  
o Love your enemies – Remember that our enemies are those whom we hate. The 

word used by our Lord for love describes the love of the Father both for His Son 
(See John 17:26) and the human race (Romans 5:8 – But God demonstrates His 
love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us). It is the kind 
of love displayed in the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:30-37 when a 
Samaritan who was hated by Jews showed mercy to a Jew on a dangerous road 
at great cost to himself.  This is THE LOVE OF THE WILL, NOT THE LOVE OF 
EMOTION. Some call it “the love of incomparable benevolence.” Jesus says it 
should be the way we treat anyone in need including those who we don’t 
particularly care for. He then provided two illustrations: Some of the most 
hated people in the 1st century were tax-collectors. They purchased the right 
to collect taxes for Rome. They could collect as much as they wanted but were 
only responsible to Rome for a certain amount. They tended to be excessive 
in their collections. That’s why people hated them. The only friends a tax-
collector had were other tax-collectors.  Jesus warned that if we loved like 
they did, that wouldn’t cut it in the kingdom of heaven. Neither would the love 
the Jews shared for their Jewish brothers. That kind of love could be seen 
among the Gentiles as well and both were unacceptable to our Lord. We’re to 
love everyone. 

o Pray for your persecutors – The kind of love that our Lord is talking about shows 
up in prayer for those who persecute us for our obedience to Christ. Earlier in 
the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said that when we’re persecuted for the sake 
of righteousness (doing what is right), we can expect eternal rewards 
(Matthew 5:11-12 – "Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute 
you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.  12  Rejoice 
and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven). No one likes persecution. 
That’s why the Apostle Paul told Timothy to pray for kings and all those in 
authority in 1 Timothy 2:2-4. If they come to salvation through Christ, believers 
can expect to lead a quiet and peaceful life FREE FROM PERSECUTION. Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, the great pastor and theologian said, “Through the medium of 
prayer we go to our enemy, stand by his side, and plead for him to God.” This 
he did at the cost of his own life. 



o Reveal Your Heritage – Matthew 5:45 – so that you may be sons of your father 
in heaven. WE ARE TO LOVE THE WAY GOD LOVES. Let’s look again to Romans 
5 (verse 10) to learn more about His love. It says, “For if while we were enemies 
we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we 
are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life). This is what Jesus is talking about 
when he says this in Matthew 5:48 – You must therefore be perfect as your 
heavenly father is perfect! By loving our enemies, we show that the apple 
doesn’t fall far from the tree. 

 
FOUR WAYS THAT GOD EXPRESSES LOVE 

o By Doing Good – Jesus says here in Matthew 5:45 – For He makes His sun 
rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust. God 
gives blessing to everyone whether they are good or bad. We call this 
common grace in that everyone gets to enjoy it. Paul says it is the riches of 
His kindness that leads people to turn to Him in repentance (Romans 2:4).  

o By Showing Compassion – A synonym for the word compassion is PITY. It 
means to feel sympathy for others. God showed pity on the Jews when He 
did not put an end to them in the desert (Ezekiel 20:17). Jesus felt pity on 
the crowds who followed Him when He said in Mark 8:2, “ "I have 
compassion for these people; they have already been with me three days 
and have nothing to eat.”  What did Jesus do? He fed them. 

o By Giving Warnings – Constant warnings – Luke 13:1-5 -- There were some 
present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose blood 
Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2 And he answered them, "Do you 
think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, 
because they suffered in this way?  3 NO, I TELL YOU; BUT UNLESS YOU 
REPENT, YOU WILL ALL LIKEWISE PERISH.  4 Or those eighteen on whom the 
tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse 
offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem?  5 NO, I TELL YOU; BUT 
UNLESS YOU REPENT, YOU WILL ALL LIKEWISE PERISH.” Love that does not 
warn of a terrible consequence is no love at all.  

o By the Gospel Message – John 3:16 – For God so love the world that He 
gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believes in Him should not 
perish but have eternal life. 

 
Conclusion: WHEN WE PACKAGE LOVE THE SAME WAY GOD DOES. BY DOING 
GOOD; SHOWING COMPASSION; ISSUING WARNINGS AND SHARING THE GOSPEL, 



IT BECOMES A POWERFUL MISX OF THE DIVINE THAT IS HARD TO IGNORE. Stephen 
Olford tells the story of Peter Miller, a Baptist pastor during the American 
Revolution. Miller, lived in Ephrata, Pennsylvania, and one of his dearest friends 
was General George Washington. In the town of Ephrata there also lived a spiteful 
troublemaker named Michael Wittman who did all he could to oppose and 
humiliate Miller. One day, Wittman was arrested for treason and sentenced to 
death. When he heard the news, Miller set out to Philadelphia to plead for the life 
of his enemy. After walking seventy miles—on foot—Miller petitioned his friend, 
General Washington, to spare Wittman’s life. “No, Peter,” General Washington 
said. “I cannot grant you the life of your friend.” “My friend?” exclaimed the old 
preacher. “He’s not my friend. In fact, he is the bitterest enemy I have.” “What?” 
cried Washington. “You’ve walked seventy miles to save the life of an enemy? 
That puts the matter in different light. I’ll grant your pardon.” And he did. That 
day, Miller and Wittman walked back home to Ephrata together. When they 
arrived home, they were no longer enemies. They were friends. 
 

CONNECTION GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

Preparation: As the facilitator, you should read through the message thoughtfully 
and prayerfully. Ask the Lord to give you understanding of His Word so that you can 
lead a fruitful discussion. 
 
Open the Group in Prayer 
 
Text: Matthew 5:43-48 -- "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 
do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?  47 And if you greet 
only your brothers, 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.  
 
Discussion Questions 

 
• How would you define the word “enemy?”  



• One of the traditions of the Jews was to love their neighbors and hate their 
enemies. Who were their neighbors and enemies? Do you think they had a 
right to hate their neighbors given how immoral they were? 

• Some Jews pointed to the fact that God told Israel to completely eliminate 
the Canaanites. Why did God command them to do such a thing? What is 
the difference between a holy war sanctioned by God and personal 
vengeance by a person? How does God feel about the latter? 

• What did the Old Testament actually teach about one’s enemies? 
• The Jews of Jesus day had a reputation for hating everybody who wasn’t a 

Jew. How did they earn that reputation? 
• What is common grace? How does God demonstrate common grace and 

how should we? 
• Jesus compared those who only love people who love them in return to 

tax-collectors and gentiles. Why were tax-collectors hated? 
• We are called to be like our heavenly father who is perfect. What does 

Jesus mean by this? 
 
Close in Prayer 
 


