The Mark of a Christian

This morning we are going to begin with a scripture that some of you may not be familiar with.  We don’t get this book out much, but we will be in the Book of Mormon today.  I realize that it is not traditional to speak from the Book of Mormon in a church such as ours, but it is loosely based on the principles of the Bible and so we will be studying in it today.  


Obviously you all know me fairly well because no one is walking out this morning.  At least, I hope that is the reason you are not walking out.  When we want to learn about God we go to the Bible – NOT to books loosely based upon it.  In our churches we rightly demand the true scriptures and do not tolerate things which teach falsely about God whether they are scriptures or teachers.  


I want you to consider, though, that you all are teachers.  By calling yourself a Christian YOU become a teacher to the world around you, to your children, your friends, and your neighbors.  By calling yourself a Christian your life becomes a Bible of sorts which those watching you will read before they ever read the printed Bible.  With that thought ask yourself: What does your life teach about God?  Are you an accurate teacher?  Is your life the Bible or is it some other book?  What do you say every day about Jesus?  I want you to bear this question in mind as we actually do turn to scriptures today.  We are returning to Matthew five once more today.

Matthew 5:43-48 – you have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.  He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that?  And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others?  Do not even pagans do that?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.


This is a challenging passage all around and we are going to begin with the most challenging part: Be perfect as your heavenly father is perfect.  What are we to make of this?  Is Jesus serious here?  Can God really call us to perfection?  



This line is the summary statement of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount to this point.  Jesus is absolutely serious on this – we are called to be perfect as God is perfect.  To fall short of God’s standard is to be in sin.  God cannot stand sin.  When God is worshiped by angels both in Revelations and in Isaiah they cry out “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord.”  The three holies emphasize how completely holy God is.  To be holy is to be absolutely morally perfect.  We are told throughout scriptures that God is just and that he cannot stand sin in any form.  In fact, Romans 6:23 reminds us that the wage of sin, the thing we earn by it, is death.  Over and over again in the Bible lambs and bulls and goats are killed in place of sinful people reminding them that their sin deserves God’s wrath and their own deaths.  God absolutely calls us to perfection which is why Romans 3:23 can declare, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  God calls us all to perfection and each and every one of us falls short.  


As sinners, as those who disobey God willingly, we make ourselves his enemies.  Romans 5:10 tells us that we were God’s enemies when we lived in sin.  We looked at our creator and decided that we knew better than he; that he couldn’t tell us what to do, and so we rebelled against him.  Every time we sin we commit an act of rebellion against God himself and act like his enemies.  Every time we fall short of that standard of perfection we do so by raising our fist and saying, “My way is better.”  Jesus absolutely sets the standard at perfection.


Now, how does God deal with rebellious people?  He cannot stand their sin.  He must judge and punish that sin.  Perhaps he will just cause rain to fall on the righteous and the unrighteous can watch their fields wither and they can starve.  Perhaps the sun will only shine on the righteous.  No, God displays his love to the righteous and the unrighteous.  Though they don’t recognize it, God’s enemies benefit from his love as he causes the sun to shine upon them and sends them rain in its season.  God makes the world work for his enemies and those who love him.  God displays every day whether people recognize it or not that he loves his enemies.  What is more, going back to Romans, we find that God goes even farther.


Romans 5:7-8 – Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die.  But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

While we were still sinners, God’s enemies, he sent his own son to die in our place to take our guilt and punishment upon himself.  While we were going our own way with our fist raised in rebellion against God, he loved us enough to send his son to die for us.  And, as people continue to reject and mock his son, he continues to display his love by sending them the basic necessities for life.  


This brings us back to our opening question: What does your life teach about Jesus?  Are you a true teacher?  Is your life an accurate Bible?   Consider again Jesus’ words.  


Matthew 5:43-48 – You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven.  He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  If you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that?  And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others?  Do not even pagans do that?  Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.


Jesus tells us to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute us.  Why does he say this?  He says that, if we do this, we will be sons of our Father in Heaven.  By this he does not mean that we somehow earn our way into God’s good graces but that, as children of God, doing this will display God’s character to the world.  When we love even our enemies people will see God’s love in and through us.  We are called upon to go beyond loving those who are easy to love.  We are called upon to love even our enemies because God loved us when we were his enemies.  In doing this we will accurately teach by our lives who God is.  Once again: What is your life teaching about God?


At this point someone might object: If I love someone who wants to hurt me I am being foolish.  Trick me once, shame on you.  Trick me twice, shame on me.  Here we encounter an error concerning this teaching.  Love your enemy.  Some people take this to mean that you must try to be close friends with those who hate you.  They take it to mean that you overlook every offense and put up with ill treatment no matter how bad it is.   I don’t believe this is what Jesus is saying and I don’t believe this accurately reflects who God is.


On the one hand, God does not ignore sin but punishes it.  Either the sin is punished in Jesus or else the person who commits the sin suffers for it.  Secondly, God does not simply adopt everyone as his children.  He has made provision so that anyone may be forgiven and enter into a relationship with him, but not everyone receives the gift because not everyone repents of their sins or believes God’s words.  God holds people accountable for their actions even as he loves them enough to provide for their forgiveness by the death of his son.


When Jesus says to love your enemies he does not mean that you continually offer yourself up to them for whatever abuse they may dish out.  When it comes to those who may persecute you, Jesus says to pray for them.  He doesn’t say to seek them out but says it is enough to pray for them.  This still goes well beyond what the world expects.  In our movies and our TV shows and even in our music we hold up the standard of our enemies suffering or being killed.  To pray for someone, by contrast, is to desire good for them.  To pray for your enemies sincerely is an act of love.


Beyond prayer, we love our enemies in several other ways.  First we must consider what the Bible says about our enemies.

Ephesians 6:12 – For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.


2 Timothy 2:25-26 – (Speaking to Timothy about God’s servants) – Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they will come to their senses and escape the trap of the devil, who has taken them captive to do his will.


These things remind us that our true enemies are not people but the spiritual forces that stand against Jesus and all that he is doing.  No matter how difficult the person or how bad the persecution, our true enemies are not human.  Even when someone makes himself our enemy and treats us as enemies, that person is not our true enemy.  

What is more, those who oppose us are merely being used by Satan and have been taken captive by him to do his will.  If we can keep this in mind perhaps we can view our enemies with a little more compassion.  We need to see our enemies as people created and loved by God regardless of whatever else they may be doing.  This applies to our enemies in other countries who want to kill us and it applies to those living right next door.

Knowing these things we love our enemies in many practical ways beginning with prayer.  We may not become good friends or trust this person, but we continue to treat him with respect recognizing that he is still a person created in God’s image and loved by him.  We treat our enemies with respect even when we disagree with them.  


We show love by being kind even when mistreated.  We treat those who make themselves our enemies with fairness remembering that God sends the rain on the righteous and the unrighteous alike.  We show love by helping our enemies when we are able.  We show our enemies love by forgiving them for whatever they do.


Again, we have the danger of an error here.  When we talk about forgiveness we sometimes have the idea that we are supposed to act like the offense never happened.  Someone steals your car and wrecks it.  You forgive them and they come ask to hold your keys while you go into a store.  Some people teach that true forgiveness will hand over the keys and hope for the best.  God does not work this way.  God holds out the OFFER of a renewed relationship with himself but a person must repent and place his faith in Jesus before this is realized.  In the same way, we forgive people and let go of all bitterness whether they repent or not.  However, unless the person repents and changes his ways a restored relationship may not follow.  


As we forgive our enemies, showing love to them through kindness, respect, and compassion, we accurately display God’s character.  Some people don’t like this thought, however, because it seems to ignore justice.  An eye for an eye sounds pretty good when we are wronged and is our natural instinct.  When we demand an eye for an eye, however, our lives are not accurately teaching God’s character.  


Ezekiel 18:32 – “For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone,” declares the Sovereign Lord.  “Repent and live!”


2 Peter 3:9 – The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.  


When we want to see people pay for their sins we are, at best, desiring justice.  More often we simply desire revenge.  We got hurt and now we want the one who hurt us to hurt.  Unfortunately, this is not how God works.  God punishes sinners because that is just.  However, even as he carries out justice God says that he does not delight in the death of those sinners but would rather they repent and live.  God carries out justice, but he does so with sadness that anyone would require it.  We should be the same way.  


When we are wronged, we should entrust that God will do the punishing.  Either the person will one day suffer for his own sins, or Jesus will suffer for him.  On those occasions where we must exercise judgment as when someone must go to jail, it should be with a sense of sadness that the person has to suffer.  We do what is required but still love the person.  This is an accurate reflection of God.

If I were listening to this sermon I might be tempted to think at this point that I am doing pretty well.  I know there are difficult people in my life but I am not bitter and I am not trying to get any kind of revenge.  I am not maliciously hoping for anyone’s demise at the moment.  I suspect that many of us fall into this category.  If so, consider John’s words.


1 John 3:18 – Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue, but with actions and in truth.

When we talk about those who make themselves our enemies, it is easy to simply let them be, to let go of bitterness, and to consider that love.  John reminds us that love must consist of actions and truth.  It is not loving to simply not be praying for someone’s death.  We are not to be children who hear a lesson on love and then apply it by saying, “I won’t hit my brother.”  We are called upon to love in action and in truth.  At the very least we should be praying for those who make themselves our enemies.  We should be praying for their good and for God to work in their lives.  Do you love your enemies enough to pray for their good?  


To not hate our enemies may be nothing more than laziness or exhaustion.  It takes effort to hate someone.  Indifference is easy.  Loving someone takes effort.  Do you love your enemies as Jesus does?  What does your life proclaim about Jesus?  What does the Bible of your life say to those around you?  Do you love as God does?


Have you ever seen someone in a restaurant treating his family disrespectfully?  He is mean and rude to his wife and snaps at his children.  You watch as his body language displays his irritation at his family.  Then, suddenly, the waitress appears and everything changes.  To the waitress he is kind and charming.  Once she is gone, he is rude to his family once again.  

Or, on the other hand, have you ever noticed the way that some families are rude to each other, pushy and self-centered within the family?  However, when a guest arrives everyone is polite and courteous of the guest.  


Has it ever struck you as wrong for a man or a family to treat friends and strangers better than they treat their own families?  There is something not quite right when a man is kind to a waitress while being rude to his family.  There is something off when a family is courteous to a guest but selfish towards each other.  You would expect people to treat those they are closest to and love the most with the greatest kindness and respect.  


In the same way, if Jesus calls us to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute us, what does this say about how we treat our brothers and sisters in Christ?  Our fellow Christians share in the same salvation that we have and claim the same heavenly father.  The same Spirit lives in them who lives in us.  We believe that they have been added to the church on purpose and placed in a local church on purpose by the Spirit just as we were.  If we are to love those who openly oppose us, how much more should we love our brothers and sisters in Christ?


Once again, if we are to love our enemies in action and in truth, how much more so our fellow Christians?  Once again, if indifference does not count as love for our enemies, why would it count as love for our fellow Christians?  We should love our fellow Christians more wholeheartedly than anyone else.  It is very sad when Christians gather once a week for worship and then split up and have little to nothing to do with each other outside of church. 


We should excel in loving each other in actions and in truth.  We should actively pray for each other.  We should help one another when there is need.  We should correct each other out of love when someone falls into error.  We must make time for one another.  We show love by gathering as friends outside of church.  We show love by pursuing unity with each other regardless of whatever else may be going on.  We love each other by being committed to the local church and all the people who make it up.  

If we are called upon to forgive our enemies then how much more readily should we forgive our brothers and sisters in Christ?  Even more, what minor offenses could we simply overlook?  


In any group of people it is easy to find the problems.  Sometimes those problems are serious enough that they need to be addressed.  However, the challenge is to address the problems with love and to maintain that love through the issue.  The challenge is to continue to see the best in the people who are difficult and to pray for them.  The challenge is to love everyone as Christ does.  What does your life teach about Christ today?  Is your life an accurate representation of scriptures or is it only loosely based on the principles of scripture?   I’ll leave you today with Jesus’ words from the book of John.


John 13:34-35- A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.
