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What a blessing this sermon series has been. We 
are in the midst of the “Words of Faith, Words 
of Wisdom” sermon series, in which we taking 
our time looking at single words and looking at 
how they affect our lives. The sermons, 
provided by friends and members of the church, 
have been a lifegiving series. Through a time of 
uncertainty, frustration, and turmoil, these 
sermons have provided me with comfort, 
challenge and solidarity. It’s also kept me on the 
lookout for how these words are intersecting in 

my own life. I’m guessing I’m not the only person who has been wrestling with 
forgiveness over the past week. 
 
And our word today is enmity, which is a word that I chose despite the fact that I 
have a hard time pronouncing it. En-mi-tee, which is opposed to the way my brain 
wants to say it: Em-ni-tee. It’s like the word “Realtor.” Re-li-tor?  
 
Enmity is an ancient concept, one we can see in stories all the way back to Cain 
and Abel. Enmity takes many forms—interpersonal, collective, one-sided. Enmity 
is the opposite of friendship. It’s a state of being that puts you in opposition with 
someone—someone who is now your enemy. Enmity is also a concept that Jesus 
had some thoughts about. Listen to his words from the Sermon on the Mount 
from the Gospel of Matthew: 
 
 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 children of your Father in heaven; for 
he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 
righteous and on the unrighteous. 46 For if you love those who love you, 
what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the 
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same? 47 And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you 
doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48 Be perfect, 
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 

 
Ok. Wow, that’s hard, and it raises some questions. Questions like “why?” and 
“how?” and “really?” I’ll answer the last one first—yes, really. But to the first 
question, Jesus explains the why right there in this passage: “For if you love those 
who love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the 
same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing 
than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as 
your heavenly Father is perfect.” He tells us that we will be rewarded for loving 
our enemies. There’s no reward for loving those who love us; that’s the easy part. 
Not that we shouldn’t continue to love those who love us, but that’s pedestrian, 
it’s commonplace. Jesus calls us to be different, better, elevated. And that call 
means we need to do the hard work to love even those we call our enemies. We 
sometimes try to come up with extra justifications for loving our enemies— 
something like “you catch more flies with honey than vinegar,” or the only way to 
turn an enemy into a friend is by loving them. But that’s not what Jesus said. He 
didn’t say “make friends with your enemies” or “convert your enemies,” he said 
“love your enemies,” because love is to be the ruling ethic of the kingdom of God.  
 
“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Or as he says in this 
same passage in Luke, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.” This is not an 
example of treating others the way you want to be treated, but of treating others 
as the way that God wants them to be treated. Theologian Justo Gonzalez, 
referring to this passage, says, “Even though we often tend to think that the basis 
for the Christian ethics of love is the Golden Rule, in the final analysis the basis for 
Christian ethics is the very nature and action of God.” We need to love our 
enemies not because we want to change them, but because God changes us, and 
we seek to live a Godly life. This way, we don’t cease to love our enemies when 
they don’t become changed. When the end goal is to love our enemies, we are 
able to feel joy if it has the result of turning them into our friends; but we don’t 
count on it, and we see our love as a worthy goal on its own. 
 
But… how?  
 
Sometimes when I’m in traffic I take a step outside of myself and think about the 
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people behind the wheels of their cars. Not necessarily specific people, but rather 
the fact that there are just so many people in the world, and I know nothing 
about them. It seems a silly exercise, but it is a humbling one, realizing that none 
of those people know my problems, know who I love, know what matters to me, 
and vice versa. I do this exercise because it helps me to remember that the world 
is bigger than I am, and that people are complicated, even if I don’t know them.  
 
It’s important to remember that, especially when we think about our enemies.  
 
One of the things that people do is screw up. We make mistakes, we hurt people, 
we are selfish, unkind, mean, vain, and cruel. While some of us are more prone to 
these traits than others, we all have some element of ourselves that is prone to 
sin. This tendency is what makes us enemies of one another. It’s sins committed 
against another person, those sins create rifts, those rifts create distance, that 
distance creates enmity. And then, in a cruel twist of irony, we cease to see our 
enemies as human. The very thing, their humanity, which motivates them to 
become our enemy is then erased in our seeing. This dehumanization is the 
biggest impediment to loving our enemies. We twist our enemies, turn them into 
avatars of some sin or vice, turning them into caricatures of cruelty or evil. When 
we look around at our “neighbors”—our friends, our family, those abused by 
systems, those under oppression—we can easily see the beautiful image of God 
that dwells inside of us. But when we look around at our “enemies,” we fail to see 
the image of God in them, and in doing so we eradicate the most important thing 
about them—that they are human beings and therefore worthy of love.  
 
Let me continue by saying this: loving our enemies does not mean condoning 
their behavior. When they mistreat others, when they act cruelly, when they lie, 
when they act in ways that abuse the image of God in others. Loving our enemies 
includes holding them accountable, disagreeing with them, standing up for 
others, telling the truth in love. Loving our enemies does not mean we need to 
like our enemies. Reverend Doctor Martin Luther King Jr. preached on this 
passage, and in a sermon, he said, “It’s significant that [Jesus] does not say, ‘Like 
your enemy.’ Like is a sentimental something, an affectionate something. There 
are a lot of people that I find it difficult to like. I don’t like what they do to me. I 
don’t like what they say about me and other people. I don’t like their attitudes. I 
don’t like some of the things they’re doing. I don’t like them. But Jesus says love 
them. And love is greater than like. Love is understanding, redemptive goodwill 
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for all men, so that you love everybody, because God loves them.” 
 
When we think about our enemies we need to move past dehumanization and try 
to think about those things that make them human. Why are they treating us this 
way? What trauma do they have in their lives? What could be motivating them to 
treat others the way that they do? Answering these questions, on a basic level, 
affirms that your enemy is a human being with human motivations. Let me say 
that explaining bad behavior is not the same as excusing bad behavior, and having 
an understandable reason for bad behavior does not preclude a person from 
consequences. But to see them as human opens the door for you to love them.  
 
Because we are made in God’s image. Human beings are made in God’s image, 
and in every single one of us is the spark of the divine. God’s imprint is indelibly 
marked on all of us. To love your enemy is to stop seeing them as inhuman, and 
to strive to see the image of God in them. This love then frees us to move past 
hatred towards something constructive. It turns retribution to restoration and 
maybe (if it is safe to do so) reconciliation; it turns seeking vengeance into seeking 
justice. To love our enemies means that we don’t strive to get back at our enemy, 
returning evil for evil, but that our love overcomes their cruelty.  
 
I turn again to Dr. King, a man who had his share of enemies, and who had more 
than his share of love for humankind. In that same sermon I quoted earlier he 
said, “Within the best of us, there is some evil, and within the worst of us, there is 
some good. When we come to see this, we take a different attitude toward 
individuals. The person who hates you most has some good in him; even the 
nation that hates you most has some good in it; even the race that hates you 
most has some good in it. And when you come to the point that you look in the 
face of every man and see deep down within him what religion calls ‘the image of 
God,’ you begin to love him in spite of… what he does.” 
 
We try to love our enemy in spite of them, because God loves them, and we are 
to be perfect as God is perfect. We also know that we won’t ever be perfect as 
God is perfect. We will see our enemy and hate. We will see our enemy as a 
demon, an aberration, a caricature. That’s inevitable. But when we do that, we 
need to take a breath and reorient. See them as a person and try to see what it is 
in that person that can be loved. Loving our enemy won’t solve our problems, but 
it will help us to heal ourselves, and it will be the start to healing the world. 


