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The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. Amen 

Our gospel reading today is a continuation of last week’s when Jesus is teaching his 
followers with his first sermon. We are familiar with the Sermon on the Mount found in 
Matthew’s gospel, but in Luke is it known as the Sermon on the Plain, or the level place. 
Let’s keep that in mind as we make our way through this portion of Jesus’ teaching. 

We are challenged this morning in a number of ways. Jesus doesn’t pussyfoot around and 
starts with the most difficult words first—love your enemies. It seems like he might build 
up to that and start instead with the Golden Rule—Do to others as you would have them do 
to you. We teach that to our children and just about every religion of the world teaches 
something similar.  

The Golden Rule seems rather clear, but it can be open to interpretation. So Jesus begins his 
more specific commands—love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those 
who curse you, pray for those who abuse you, give without expecting anything in return. 
THEN, Jesus sums it all up with the call to do to others as you would have them do to you. 

Later on in Luke’s gospel we’ll hear the story of the Good Samaritan which Jesus tells in 
response to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” Some of us today might be asking, “Who is 
my enemy?” For some that might be more difficult to answer or maybe you can picture a 
specific face or faces. We are bound to come into conflict of one kind or another with 
various people in our lives. To think of someone as an enemy, however, is pretty strong 
language. 

Maybe that’s why Jesus uses it. If we are to love our enemies, we are also to love those who 
rub us the wrong way, those who disagree with us or live in ways we don’t understand, or 
people who simply bug us.  

The next word we might want Jesus to define is “love”. Does this mean we need to feel 
warm and fuzzy about our enemies? This love is not romantic love or even friendly or 
brotherly love. Here Jesus uses the Greek word “agape” meaning a universal love—a love 
that sees people without labels, like friend or enemy, a love that remembers that we are all 
human, faulty, broken individuals.  

It is this kind of love that puts us all on a level playing field—ah! A level plain! This love 
opens our hearts to see that those who hate, curse, and abuse do so because of the hurt and 
brokenness they have experienced in their own lives. If we respond in retaliation with hate 
and hurting words and actions it will be impossible for either the abuser or the abused to 
heal. 

Now let’s pause for a moment. Pay attention to the last directive of Jesus’ first sentence 
from our reading today, “pray for those who abuse you.” There are times when we cannot 
and should not stay in relationship with someone who is hurting us. It is not safe or healthy 



for either person. Instead, Jesus says we can love them even from afar by praying for them. 
Whether those prayers help the abuser is up to God. But the act of praying for those who 
hurt us can change the heart of the one who prays. 

But this is all too hard, isn’t it? How can I respond to hurt with kindness or generosity, let 
alone love? Why would Jesus demand so much from us? Jesus answers, “Your reward will 
be great, and you will be children of the Most High; for he is kind to the ungrateful and the 
wicked.” 

Your reward will be great. We often think of the life beyond this life as our eternal reward. 
So if we are kind to our enemies will that help us earn our way into heaven? But what if 
that reward comes to us before then? What if that reward is a change in our own hearts?  

What if that reward is learning to see the difficult people in our lives with the eyes of 
compassion and empathy for the pain and brokenness that formed them—leveling the field 
of those difficult relationships?  

You will be children of the Most High, Jesus says. Acting with love and kindness to our 
enemies does not turn us into children of the Most High—that happened at our baptisms. 
Acting with love and kindness to our enemies is one of the ways we express our identity as 
children of God, it is a way that we shine the light of Christ’s love into the darkness of this 
world. 

And we are able to love our enemies because God is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. 
Oh wait. That’s me. God is kind to me even when I am ungrateful for God’s presence in my 
life. God loves me even when I am wicked and unkind and I turn my back on his goodness.  

We can be merciful BECAUSE God our Father is merciful to us. God’s mercy is a gift given 
for us, a gift that releases us from the power of sin that leads us to be ungrateful and 
wicked. God’s mercy is also a gift we are given SO THAT we can give God’s mercy to others.  

Mercy from God is a gift that changes our hearts when we share it freely without 
expectation or judgement. 

So far we have addressed this teaching from Jesus in the abstract. Maybe you have been 
pondering how you might apply it to your own relationships. I would like to share with you 
a way I saw this kind of love in action. 

When Eric & I returned from our vacation last week we were making our way from the gate 
in Great Falls airport out of the security area where families and friends waited to greet 
their loved ones. Right at that opening into the waiting area stood a woman with three 
young children, each holding a sign. The first said, “Welcome home…from prison.” The 
second read, “Seven years is long enough.” And the third, held by a sweet little girl, said, 
“Hug me first!” 

The person they were waiting for came behind us, so I don’t know who it was. But these 
signs expressed love to someone who had hurt others in some way. The woman could have 



just written, “Welcome home” but instead she gave witness to the fact that this little family 
was welcoming one whom the world would tell us to turn our backs on. They gave witness 
to the kind of mercy and love that God has for each person. 

We will soon be entering the season of Lent. It is a season of recalling our baptismal 
identities as God’s beloved children. This week our Confirmation youth talked about how in 
Holy Baptism we are given a new identity as children of God. We are given a new family in 
the fellowship of God’s people. And we are given a new way of life that flows out of the faith 
and love we receive from God so that we can live obediently to God’s will for us. 

Our theme for Lent this year will be “Make a Difference”. We’ll come up with all kinds of 
ways we can make a difference in the world. Think about what a difference God can make 
in us and in the lives of those we struggle to love when we are open to sharing God’s love 
and mercy with them. 

We sang the famous Prayer of St. Francis in place of our Psalm today and you might pray 
that prayer to seek the strength to love in the ways Jesus calls us today.  

We may also want to return to Mary’s song in the first chapter of Luke where we are 
reminded that the ways of God are about leveling the field, removing the barriers between 
people, and between humanity and God. It is God who brings down the powerful and lifts 
up the lowly. Our role is to extend God’s mercy to a world in need of that kind of 
extravagant love. 

Thanks be to God. Amen 

 


