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 I don’t know if there’s ever been something in your life that you’ve misunderstood in one 

way for so long that it became kind of frozen in place to you.  I remember that when I was quite 

young I thought my parents took me to get my shots because they were mad at me... and it took 

me years to get over that.  And I remember thinking my dad had me do chores because he just 

didn’t value me.  I remember having long talks inside my head, in which I read my dad out for 

making me rake the lawn, and I remember thinking, “who does he think I am, his slave?”  It just 

all seemed so unfair... and of course I never actually said that to him—because I valued my 

life—but that’s what I thought... Years later it occurred to me that maybe my parents had me 

vaccinated because they loved me and wanted me to live a long and healthy life... and only years 

later did it occur to me that my dad had me help around the house to learn to take some 

responsibility and develop a work ethic... But it took a very long time to get past my initial 

frozen way of looking at these things...  

 And I think of our Gospel text along the same lines.  Most of my life I read these words 

about loving our enemies and doing good to those who hate us and blessing those who curse us 

and praying for those who abuse us as just another huge and impossible test of our willpower... 

another impossible obstacle that we must surmount in order to gain God’s favor and thus be 

welcomed into the eternal kingdom.  I read it—to be quite honest—in the same manner I read 1 

Corinthians 13... I always thought all those “Love is...” statements were a checklist for how we 

have to live and love... you know, “Love is patient and kind, not envious or boastful or arrogant 

or rude; love doesn’t demand its own way... all that stuff.  It sounds pretty and helpful and it all 

sounds ideal... but—truth is—it’s all above and beyond anything a mere human could hope to 

attain.  It just too far above our pay scale and beyond our abilities to be anything truly helpful to 

us... at least in terms of a checklist, in terms of requirements and expectations that God would 

place on us.  In fact it seems almost sadistic for God to wave those kinds of impossible 

requirements in our faces... just as a reminder that we’re “As doomed as doomed can be!” 

 But then one day I looked more closely at Paul’s list of “Love is...” statements and I 

realized that these were—first and foremost—statements of who our God is and how our God 

loves... and then—and only indirectly—a call for us to set this impossibly high bar as our goal... 

a goal we may never reach, but one that we can approach and attempt with new freedom in the 

light of God’s perfect love for us... 

 And as I’ve been pondering our text from Luke this week it occurred to me that this is 

exactly the case here.  Jesus’ call is too high for mere mortals—the call to turn the other cheek, 

to pray for those who abuse us, that stuff is just too much...  In fact there are situations when I’d 

argue that those things are just plain dangerous and if a person is actually in an abusive 

relationship, I don’t want that person to just pray for the one who is abusing them and “turn the 

other cheek” so they can abuse that one too—“I’d say love them; fine. Forgive them; great! But 

do it from a distance because a loving God doesn’t want you living in an abusive relationship.” 

 Really, this text is very similar to Paul’s “Love is...” statements in that it isn’t so much 

about calling us to enter into another impossible test of our love as it is showing us the kind of 

love God has for us.  One of Jesus’ purposes  here may be to give people a heart to cope with 

tough conditions in this life... but of even more value is this as a description of the kind of God 

we have.   

 Here’s how I figure it: God never calls us to do or be anything that God is not—naturally 

and eternally.  God doesn’t call us to love our enemies while reserving the right for God to hate 

God’s own enemies.  God doesn’t call us to forgive those who mistreat us while reserving the 

right to wreak eternal retribution on those who mistreat God.  God doesn’t call us to turn the 
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other cheek and be merciful to those who have it out for us while reserving the right to damn 

those who do the same to God... that wouldn’t be right, that wouldn’t be just, that wouldn’t be 

fair... and that wouldn’t be consistent with the nature of the God we’ve seen revealed in Jesus.   

 We saw his mercy in action when he was called to judge that woman caught in the very 

act of adultery; and what did he do?  Did he prosecute her to the full letter of the law which said 

she should be stoned to death... no, he forgave her...  He forgave her and saved her from the 

judgement of the crowd that would have killed her.  And remember: when the people brought 

their friend who was paralyzed to Jesus and tore off their neighbor’s roof and lowered the man 

down on ropes... remember how Jesus said to him, first: “Your sins are forgiven.”  And that man 

must have looked at Jesus like he was off his rocker because he’d come for healing and not for 

forgiveness.  And besides, who has the power to forgive sins but God alone—everyone knew 

that!  But Jesus understood exactly what he and the crowd were thinking and he said, “And now, 

that you might know that the Son of Man has authority to forgive, I tell you to rise up take your 

bed and walk”  and the man was healed.  His body was restored as a sign that Jesus’ ability to 

forgive was real and powerful and as meaningful in heaven as it is on earth. 

 And the deal is that all these things about the ways we’re supposed to love others and 

treat our enemies, they may be far beyond our abilities, but Jesus showed us how God lives them 

out; particularly when—from the cross—he forgave all who put him there.  I know I come back 

to this a lot, but I think it’s a crucial moment in his life and it a key moment for us to see into the 

mind and heart of God.  From the cross Jesus was looking down on all those who actually put 

him there.  Jesus was looking at his real enemies—not just those who irritated him at the office, 

but those who had plotted for his death, and lied to get him condemned, and those who whipped 

him and physically and emotionally tormented him... and left him to die.  And in all these things 

he cried out for their forgiveness.  And I think that’s such a powerful image of the kind of love 

that is the essence of God. 

 Jesus absorbed the worst humanity could do—and he didn’t condemn them—just the 

opposite, he loved them and offered them forgiveness.  Now I know a few people who’ve told 

me they believe that Jesus forgave them in that moment because he knew that very soon he’d 

meet them again and then he’d toss their scraggly souls in hell for all time.  But that would be to 

say that Jesus lied from the cross, that would be to suggest Jesus only cried out for their 

forgiveness as a scam while intending all along to do them harm... and I will not, I cannot believe 

that God could or would do such a thing. 

 All that we saw from Jesus during his life was an example of the loving nature of our 

invisible God.  Jesus came to make the God our physical eyes cannot see clear to us, not just 

through his words—but more importantly—through his actions.  So today we rejoice that our 

God loves us with a love that can bear all things that we do that run counter to God’s hopes.  Our 

God longs for us to live better, to love better... but because our God is who our God is, we enter 

into this enterprise not as people whose eternal destinies depend on our ability to reach humanly 

impossible standards of perfection... Our hope is never in our abilities... 

 Our hope is entirely placed in our God whose love is perfect beyond any measure that we 

can ever hope to reach in this life... and that frees us to reach for the stars ourselves, reach for the 

impossibly high bars of love flashed before us in the scripture, knowing that we may fail from 

time to time, but that God’s grace God’s mercy will always catch us when we fall, love us back 

into health, and support us as we dare to try again... for the love of our neighbors—and even our 

enemies—in the power of the Spirit, in the path of our Savior, to the glory of our God.  Amen. 


