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“The Spirituality of the Law: Love” 
(Matthew 5:43-48) 

 
Introduction 
 
 I remember sitting in chapel at the Master’s College fifteen years ago and listening as Dr. John 
MacArthur informed the student body that a Baptist missionary from Australia named Graham Staines 
and his two young sons, Philip (10) and Timothy (6), had been martyred in Orissa, India.  I had never 
heard of Graham Staines before, but the story of his death shocked the entire student body because of 
its violence.  Mr. Staines and his two sons were sleeping in their car outside a church building in a village 
where an evangelistic campaign was taking place.  Their car was surrounded by a crowd of about 100 
Hindu extremists and set on fire.  The Hindu crowd screamed and cursed at Graham and his sons as they 
died in the flames.   
 What made this crime more shocking was the nature of Graham Staines ministry in India.  
Staines came to India in 1965 and served among lepers, caring for them and sharing with them the Good 
News of Jesus Christ.  He later met and married his wife, Gladys, who had also come to India as a 
missionary.  It was a shocking to the entire nation of India that one who had so sacrificially cared for 
others (and especially those who were so  needy) would be killed in such a merciless manner along with 
his two young boys.   
 But ultimately, the thing that shook India to its core in 1999 was not the death of Staines and 
his sons, but the response of Gladys to those who had murdered her family.  In a speech in 2008, she 
recounted the words she spoke to her daughter when her daughter asked her what had happened to 
her father and brothers.  She said, “It seems like we have been left alone, but we will forgive those 
who did this.”1  At the funeral of her husband and sons, she sang the hymn, “Because He lives,” and 
then publically forgave those who had murdered her family.  Gladys and her daughter remained in India 
for several years after the murders, continuing the work among lepers. 

 How would you explain Mrs. Staines’ response to the murder of her husband and young 
boys?  If you are not a Christian, we are glad you are with us this morning.  Let me ask you, what 
explanation can you give for the kind of love she showed towards those who killed her family?  I 
would submit to you that Gladys Staines was able to forgive her enemies because she is a follower of 
Jesus Christ.  And Jesus teaches His followers to love their enemies.  We will be studying Jesus’ 
teaching on loving our enemies this morning.  
 
Background 
 
 We are continuing our study of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7).  For the past five 
weeks, we have been studying the second major section of this sermon (5:17-48) where Jesus compares 
the false teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” on the Law of God with His own authoritative teaching 
on the Law of God.  The “scribes and Pharisees” were the religious leaders of Israel.  As such, they 
should have been rightly instructing the people of Israel about God’s Law.  But instead, they twisted 
and distorted the teaching of the Law.  The Law was “spiritual” (Rom. 7:14).  It was focused on the 
heart and our motivations for why we do what we do.  But the “scribes and Pharisees” had made the 
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 This testimony can be viewed on YouTube at 

http://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=gladys+staines+testimony. 
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Law something that was wholly EXTERNAL and SUPERFICIAL—just a list of things to do and not to do so 
that God will like you.  And they had also wrongly taught the Law by TWISTING the intent of the Law.  By 
their teaching, they actually led the people of Israel to do precisely the OPPOSITE of what God wanted 
them to do.   

This morning, we are going to conclude this section of the sermon (5:17-48).  As we do so, we 
are going to see a THIRD way that the “scribes and Pharisees” were wrongly teaching the Law of God.  
And we are going to see Jesus give one of the hardest commands in all of Scripture as He drives us to 
understand the purpose of the Law.  The ultimate purpose of the Law is not to give us a way to be 
good enough for God.  The ultimate purpose of the Law is to show us our desperate need for a 
PERFECT righteousness—a righteousness that far and away “exceeds” the righteousness of the 
“scribes and Pharisees” (5:20).     
 
MIM:  Because God loved us while we were His enemies, we are to love our enemies as well.   
 
This morning, we are going to study this sermon by asking two questions:  
-What were the scribes and Pharisees teaching about love? 
-What does Jesus teach about love? 
 
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.” 
 

I. What were the scribes and Pharisees teaching about love? (5:43) 
 

A. In 5:43, Jesus gives his last example of the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” 
concerning the Law of God.  Here He deals with their teaching concerning love.  This is the 
clearest example we have that what Jesus has been doing in this sermon is not correcting 
the OT Law of God itself.  The Law of God is “holy and righteous and good” (Rom. 7:12).  
Instead, throughout this section of the sermon, Jesus has been correcting the FALSE 
teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” concerning the Law of God.   So what were the 
“scribes and Pharisees” teaching about love?  

 
Matthew 5:43- “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” 
 

B. The teaching, “You shall love your neighbor” comes from Leviticus 19 where God gives 
several commands about how the people of Israel were to treat their neighbors.   

 
Deuteronomy 19:9-18-“When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap your field right up to 
its edge, neither shall you gather the gleanings after your harvest. 10 And you shall not strip your 
vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard. You shall leave them for the 
poor and for the sojourner: I am the LORD your God. 11 “You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; you 
shall not lie to one another. 12 You shall not swear by my name falsely, and so profane the name of your 
God: I am the LORD. 13 “You shall not oppress your neighbor or rob him. The wages of a hired worker 
shall not remain with you all night until the morning. 14 You shall not curse the deaf or put a stumbling 
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block before the blind, but you shall fear your God: I am the LORD. 15 You shall do no injustice in court. 
You shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great, but in righteousness shall you judge your 
neighbor. 16 You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not stand up 
against the life of your neighbor: I am the LORD.  17 “You shall not hate your brother in your heart, but 
you shall reason frankly with your neighbor, lest you incur sin because of him. 18 You shall not take 
vengeance or bear a grudge against the sons of your own people, but you shall love your neighbor as 
yourself: I am the LORD.” 
 

a. It is clear as you look at Leviticus 19:9-18 that the word “neighbor” is referring to 
most especially to other Jews (members of the nation of Israel).  God wanted His 
people to care for one another and love one another in practical (and I think even 
beautiful) ways.  And the “scribes and Pharisees” seized on that idea.  But they 
twisted it.  They taught that love was to be reserved ONLY for fellow Jews.  They 
said that only fellow Israelites DESERVED to be loved. 
  

i. But did you notice the words that the “scribes and Pharisees” left off?  “You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself” (19:18)?  Apparently, no one deserved 
as much love as the “scribes and Pharisees” did.  The common people of 
Israel deserved love because they were Jews, but not as much love as the 
self-righteous “scribes and Pharisees” thought they themselves deserved.  
They thought they were better than others, superior to others.   
  

b. But then the “scribes and Pharisees” also added something to the Law: “You shall 
love your neighbor and hate your enemy” (5:43). Nowhere in the OT Law does God 
command His people to hate their enemies.  This teaching was added on by the 
“scribes and Pharisees” to justify their hatred of others.  So Gentiles, or non-Jews, 
were hated as enemies.  And even fellow Jews, whom the “scribes and Pharisees” 
regarded as “sinners,” like tax-collectors who worked for the Romans, were 
considered enemies.  And the “scribes and Pharisees” were teaching the people of 
Israel to hate them as well.          

 
Application: Now before we get too angry with the “scribes and Pharisees” were need to look at our 
own hearts in this as well.  What was the essential teaching of these religious leaders?  It was that the 
people of Israel were special.  They were God’s chosen people.  They were “Abraham’s children” (John 
8:39).  They were good and so they DESERVED to be loved.  And as the most righteous of the Jews, the 
“scribes and Pharisees” thought that they deserved to be loved the most.  In contrast, those who were 
not Jews (or not “good enough” Jews) did not deserve love—indeed, it was right to hate them.   
 Friends, we have seen these exact same thoughts in our own hearts.  Let me ask a few 
questions to diagnose our hearts this morning: 
 

a. What is the root cause of racism—the belief that my ethnicity is better than other 
ethnicities?  Isn’t it this reality that we NATURALLY believe that whatever is like ME is 
good and whatever is not like ME is bad?  That is why racism a universal problem.  In 
America, racism (seen in things like the “Jim Crow Laws” of the early 20th century) has 
been primarily between whites and blacks.  But racism is found all over the world.  The 
genocide by the Germans against the Jews in World War II, Apartheid in South Africa, 
and the genocide by Hutu against the Tutsi in Rwanda in the early 1990’s are just a few 
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examples.  If you struggle with the sin of racism, you have embraced the false teaching 
of the “scribes and Pharisees.”   
 

b. But maybe the issue for you isn’t racism.  Maybe the trouble for you is getting angry at 
those who don’t think like you think.  You give a suggestion at work and it is rejected 
and you struggle with bitterness towards the person who rejected your idea.  Your 
husband or wife doesn’t see things the way you do and you slowly start to believe that 
the problem is not that your spouse simply has a different opinion, but that he or she is 
a bad person.  And because he or she is bad, it is okay to hate them.  If you struggle 
with bitterness towards those who differ from you, you have embraced the false 
teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees.” 

 
c. Or maybe the trouble for you is that you are constantly comparing yourself to others 

and looking for ways that you are BETTER than they are.  You need to do this.  You 
can’t stand it when someone does something better than you and so you find ways to 
belittle them in your mind.  You DESERVE love, but they don’t—and if they make you 
feel bad, it is okay to hate them in your heart.  You have embraced the teaching of the 
“scribes and Pharisees.”   

 
d. Or maybe you have simply decided that you are better than others and that those who 

haven’t achieved what you have achieved in life are not worthy of your love and care.  
This also is the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees.” 

 
Anytime, we consider ourselves better than others and worthy of love because of who WE are, we 
have embraced this teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees.”  And friends, in some way, we have all 
embraced this teaching.  That is why we need to understand Jesus’ teaching in 5:44-48. 
 

II. What does Jesus teaches about love? (5:44-48) 
 

A. In 5:44, Jesus completely overthrows the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” by giving 
two commands: “But I say to you, “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 
you.”  Regarding this command to love one’s enemies, William Hendriksen wrote: 

“When [Jesus] said, ‘I tell you, love your enemies,’ he must have startled his audience, for he was saying 
something that probably never before had been said so succinctly, positively, and forcefully.”2 

a. What is Jesus doing here?  He is correcting the false teaching of the “scribes and 
Pharisees.”  The “scribes and Pharisees” taught that only Jews deserved love.  And 
they taught that it was right to hate one’s enemies.  But Jesus reveals the true 
intent of the Law when He commands His disciples to love and pray for their 
enemies.   

i. Leviticus 19:18 (“You shall love your neighbor as yourself”) was never meant 
to teach that Jews were ONLY supposed to love Jews.  A little further in 

                                                           
2
 Cited in John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7 in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody 

Press, 1985), 344. [Brackets mine] 
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Leviticus 19:34, God made it very clear that Jews were supposed to love the 
foreigners (non-Jews; Gentiles) who lived among them as well. 

Leviticus 19:34- “You shall treat the stranger who sojourns with you as the native among you, and you 
shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God.” 

And in Exodus 23:4-5, God made it clear that Jews were to be concerned 
for even their enemies: 

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.” 

ii. You see, the crucial issue in Leviticus 19:18 (“You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself”) is “What does the word “neighbor” mean?”  In the context of 
the passage, “neighbor” seems to be primarily referring to other Israelites.  
The “scribes and Pharisees” saw that and said Jews were obligated to love 
other Jews, but they could hate non-Jews and their enemies.  But in 
Matthew 5:44, Jesus is saying, “No.  The thrust of the entire Law of God is 
that the people of God should love others, including foreigners and even 
their enemies.”   

iii. Jesus CORRECTLY understood the word “neighbor” in Leviticus 19 to refer 
to EVERYONE, and particularly to anyone who needed help.   

Illustration: Jesus teaches this same principle over in Luke 10:25-37 when He gives the parable of the 
Good Samaritan.  There Jesus tells the story of a Jewish man who is attacked by robbers and left for 
dead.  Along comes a priest (a religious leader in Israel) who sees the wounded man.  But instead of 
helping his Jewish brother, he passes by on the other side of the road.  Perhaps he was afraid the man 
was dead and didn’t want to become ceremonially unclean.  Perhaps he was simply too busy and 
unconcerned about the suffering of others to help.  Perhaps he was afraid that he too would become a 
victim if he stopped to help.  Jesus doesn’t say.  Then a Levite, another Jew, comes along.  Levites were 
also religious leaders.  They had the responsibility to care of the Temple.  But he also passes by on the 
other side of the road.  But then along comes a Samaritan.  The Samaritans were half-breeds (half-Jew 
and half-Gentile).  Jews despised Samaritans.  The racism was intense.  But the Samaritan, seeing his 
enemy, the wounded Jew, on the ground goes over and cares for him and saves his life.  Jesus says 
that the Samaritan was the one who acted like a neighbor and loved his enemy (Luke 10:36).  The point 
of the parable was to teach that Christians are to love everyone, including their enemies.   

iv. And now we can see how the “scribes and Pharisees” were twisting the 
Law.  They LIMITED the intent of the Law.  The Law taught that the people 
of Israel were to love and care for EVERYONE, including their enemies.  But 
the “scribes and Pharisees” said the Law only commanded Jews to love 
other (worthy) Jews.  Because it made no sense to the “scribes and 
Pharisees” to love their enemies, they taught that it was okay to hate 
one’s enemies.  
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 “As with other scriptural standards that seemed too demanding, the one concerning love of neighbor 
was reduced to a humanly acceptable level.”3 

          -John MacArthur 

b. But in contrast with the teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees”, in 5:44, Jesus 
gives two commands to those who follow him:  “love your enemies AND pray for 
those who persecute you.”  Love and Pray.  Both of the commands are in the 
present tense in the Greek, which indicates that those who follow Christ are to be 
CHARACTERIZED by a life of love and prayer for their enemies.  If this is the case, we 
need to ask some questions to help us understand what Jesus is calling us to here. 

What does it mean to love my “enemies”? 
 
The command to “love” (Gk. ἀγαπᾶτε) is related to the familiar Greek word for love, Agape.  What kind 
of love is it? It is God’s love.  It is a love that gives of oneself for the good of others.  It is selfless love 
that is concerned for the good of others.  It goes out of its way to meet the needs of others.   
 
Illustration: Perhaps you have heard someone say something like “God says I need to love my enemy, 
but He doesn’t say I have to like him.”  There is some truth in that.  “Liking” someone is really a matter 
of personality and timing and even our ever-changing moods.  The Bible never commands us to “like” 
others.  That is impossible.  No matter how nice we try to be, some people simply will not like us and 
frankly, there are some people that we simply won’t like either.  

But just because we are not commanded to “like” everyone doesn’t mean that the kind of 
“love” Jesus commands us to have for our enemies has nothing to do with emotions.  God isn’t telling 
us just to do good deeds to our enemies whether we hate him in our heart or not.  The kind of love 
Jesus commands us more than just doing good deeds.  I must honestly care about my enemy.  I must 
honestly desire that he or she would experience God’s blessing.  Good deeds done without genuine 
love are worthless in God’s sight (cf. Rom. 13:3).  Even if I don’t personally “like” my enemy, I must 
desire that God would bless him.  I must love him. 

Application: And in 5:44b, we see that love must extend even to those who “persecute” us—those who 
harm us because we are following Jesus.  We must love them in practical ways.  According to Jesus, we 
must be willing to even pray for them!   

Application: This is stunning!  In Matthew 5:39, Jesus commanded His followers not to “resist the one 
who is evil.”  That is hard!  But here Jesus goes FAR beyond that.  Not only are we not to “resist” our 
enemies, but we are to actively love and pray for them! 

“This is the supreme demand.  Through the medium of prayer we go to our enemy, stand by his side, 
and plead for him to God.”4  

         -Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
 
 

                                                           
3
 John MacArthur, Matthew 1-7, 340. 

4
 Ibid., 347. 
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Illustration: As in all things, Jesus is our model in loving our enemies.  Listen to these words from John 
Stott: 
 
“Jesus seems to have prayed for his tormentors actually while the iron spikes were being driven through 
his hands and feet; indeed the imperfect tense suggests that he kept praying, kept repeating his 
entreaty, ‘Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do’ (Luke 23:34).  If the cruel torture of 
crucifixion could not silence our Lord’s prayer for his enemies, what pain, pride, prejudice or sloth could 
justify the silencing of ours?5 

Like Jesus, we love our “enemies” by caring for them, praying for them, and desiring God’s blessing 
upon them. 

Who is my enemy? 

 I want us to consider this question as well because we tend of think of an “enemy” as someone 
who is really out to get us—someone who is just seething with hatred for us and who desires to destroy 
us.  Fortunately, I don’t think of lot of us have people like that in our lives.  But as I studied this passage 
this week, I was struck by how one commentator, Daniel Doriani, identified those who are “enemies.”  
He wrote: 

“To live as Jesus lived, we must identify our enemies, those who make us think of revenge.  Those 
enemies offer us the opportunity to love as the Father loves.”6  

Application: Who is it in your life that makes you want revenge?  Who do you want to retaliate 
against?  I think you can see from this definition that your “enemy” can be someone who is very close to 
you.  Maybe it is your boss at work.  Maybe it is that neighbor who borrows but never returns your 
tools.  Perhaps, at times, your enemy can even be your spouse or your child.  Jesus commands us to 
love and pray for our enemies! 
 
Few commands in Scripture are more difficult than Jesus commands in 5:44 to love and pray for our 
enemies.  And so in 5:45-47, Jesus helps us by giving two arguments why it is important that those 
who follow Him love their enemies in this way.   
 

B. Argument #1-In 5:45, Jesus makes an argument from the character of God. “[S]o 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” (5:45).  God loves all people and 
demonstrates that love by doing good to all people.  God is not God who is away 
somewhere not paying attention to the world.  God is actively involved in loving men and 
women in this world.  He “makes his sun rise” and “sends” rain on the good and evil—the 
righteous and unrighteous.  Theologians have traditionally called this general love for all 
people “Common Grace.”  Jesus’s argument is this:  The citizens of the Kingdom (Christians 
are the “sons of God” (5:9) and so we should love all people (including our enemies) just as 
our Father loves all people (including those who hate Him). 

                                                           
 
5
 D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Frank E Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1984), 158. 
 
6
 Daniel Doriani, Matthew in Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2008), 195. 
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C. Argument #2-In 5:46-47, Jesus makes an argument from the character of Christians.   
 
Matthew 5:46-47- “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?” 
 

The men and women of the world are characterized by a love for those who love them.  
That is NATURAL love.  Even “tax collectors” and “Gentiles” who were considered the lowest 
of the low in Jewish society loved those who loved them.  But Christians are “salt” and 
“light” in the world (5:13-16).  Christians are called to do MORE than the men and women 
of this world.  That is part of what makes us distinct.  By pointing out the natural love men 
and women have for people who love them, Jesus argues that His followers are required 
to do MORE THAN OTHERS because they really are DIFFERENT.  Christians, we are new 
creations in Christ.  We are required to have a supernatural love even for our enemies.  As 
Martyn Lloyd-Jones noted, there should be something about our lives that cannot be 
explained in natural terms.7  There should be something about the way we love others 
(including our enemies) that makes no sense to the men and women of this world—like the 
love Gladys Staines demonstrated by forgiving those who murdered her family.     
 

Friends, it is this reality that we are supposed to love like God loves and do MORE than others do in 
this world that shows us our need for the Gospel.  Only the truth of the Gospel enables us to love our 
enemies. 
 
The Gospel—God loved us while we were His enemies 
 
Brother and sisters, we were the enemies of God.  God created us to love and serve Him, but we 
rejected His good rule.  We sinned against God.  We have lived for ourselves and not God.  We hated 
God.  Maybe our hatred looked like denying God’s existence and mocking those who believed in God.  
Maybe our hatred simply looked like apathy.  We believed there was a God but we didn’t love Him or 
even bother think about Him.  But God was merciful to us (His enemies!) and sent Jesus to live a perfect 
life in our place.  Then Jesus died the death you and I deserved on the cross.  But then Jesus rose from 
the dead!  God accepted His perfect sacrifice.  And you and I who have turned from our sins and trusted 
in Christ for salvation have been forgiven.  We are no longer God’s enemies.  Now we are the sons and 
daughters of God (1 John 3:2)!   
 
Gospel Logic:  Christians, once we understand the Gospel, the command to love our enemies makes 
sense.  Why should we love our enemies?  Because God loved us while we were His enemies. 
 
Romans 5:8- “But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”   
 
Conclusion 
 
 Let’s conclude.  In 5:48, Jesus gives a summary command for this whole section (5:17-48).  He 
has given us six examples of the false teaching of the “scribes and Pharisees” and He has revealed us to 

                                                           
7
 Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Studies in the Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids: William B Eerdmanns Publishing 

Company, 1971 edition), 277. 
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that the only way we can enter heaven is to have a righteousness that exceeds the “scribes and 
Pharisees.”  Listen to this final command: 
 
Matthew 5:48- “You must be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect.” 
 
Perfection.  That is what Jesus is driving at in this sermon.  That is what God requires of those who will 
enter His presence.  May God destroy in us forever the thought that all He wants from us to be “nice, 
very nice.”  In and of ourselves, we know that we are not perfect.  But, friends, the perfection we 
desperately need is available to us by faith in Jesus Christ! 
 
The Law said “Do not murder.” But we have murdered others in our hearts. 
The Law said, “Do not commit adultery.” But we have committed adultery in our hearts. 
The Law commanded not to wrongly divorce our spouses.  But many of us have. 
The Law commanded us to keep our oaths.  But we have lied. 
The Law commanded us not to seek retaliate.  But we have sought revenge. 
The Law commanded us love our enemies.  But we have loved ourselves and hated our enemies. 
 
Friends, we are not perfectly righteous.  But Jesus is!  Jesus perfectly fulfilled all the Law of God!  Those 
of us who have trusted in Jesus are clothed with the perfection of Jesus.  We will never be perfectly 
righteous in this life.  But one day, when we die or when Christ returns, we will be perfect as our 
“heavenly Father” is perfect.   
 
Praise God for this great hope!  May we live in light of this hope this week and may we love our enemies 
even as God has loved us!   
 
Let’s pray…      

 


