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Do good to those who hate you 
 
‘I can’t forgive you!  Ever, ever!’.   If you have ever been parents of a teenager, you will have heard this cry of 
pain, perhaps many times.  I went grey helping to bring up four teenage children, two girls and two boys.  If 
the teenager is a girl, the cry of pain might end in tears and rushing back to her room.  If it is a boy, the cry of 
pain might end with the slamming of doors and rushing out to be with his mates.  
 
Some grown-ups behave like teenagers, too – they hold grudges;  they dwell on  insults and 
disappointments;  they refuse to forgive; they let anger and resentment spread like a cancer of the soul, 
corrupting the abundant living which our faith opens up to us.  But Jesus says, ‘Love your enemies. Do good 
to those who hate you.  Bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you’.  That is how his 
message is given in Luke chapter 6. 
 
Today’s readings show us the difference between early understandings of the nature of God and the 
Christian revelation.  King Ahab had everything he wanted, except the peasant’s vineyard next to his palace.  
So he had the man murdered and took possession.   When the prophet confronted him with his crime, he 
repented.  But God would not forgive him, or his wife.  In later chapters of the book of Kings we learn that 
both of them came to a nasty end – the king was killed in battle and the dogs licked up his blood and the 
prostitutes washed themselves in it.  The wicked queen was thrown out of the window by her own servants 
and the dogs ate her body, leaving only a few bones.  The God of Israel was a god of wrath, wrath which led 
to a terrible vengeance.  
 
But when Jesus met a woman whose sins were many, he forgave her utterly:  the God he revealed was a 
god of love, love which leads to forgiveness and peace.   The woman joined other women who had 
experienced God’s healing and forgiveness, and travelled with Jesus and his disciples, as Luke tells us, 
providing for them from their own resources for the rest of his ministry.   
 
We can enrich our lives by taking to heart this revelation of the nature of God in Jesus, the Christ.   
 
Firstly, we learn from Jesus that when we forgive, we are most like the God who, we are told, created us in 
his own image.  When we forgive, we reveal God most clearly to ourselves and to others.  We are not asked 
to forgive and forget, we are asked for something much harder:  we may not forget, but we must forgive.  
The English poet Alexander Pope took an old proverb and built it in to one of his poems, To err is human, to 
forgive divine.   Pope was writing about the relations between authors and their critics – some writing is so 
bad it deserves to be condemned, but a critic who forgives even the worst writing is behaving like the God of 
love.  Well, there are worse sins than bad writing -- people do do bad things, to us, to other people, and we 
need to learn to forgive.  The late Pope John Paul forgave the Turkish man who tried to assassinate him, he 
visited him in prison and prayed with him, and helped to get his prison sentence reduced – in doing that, he 
revealed the true nature of the God in Christ he claimed to represent.  He is a good example for us.  So are 
the Jews and the Arabs who struggle together to bring peace and justice to all the peoples in the troubled 
land of the Holy One. 
 
Secondly, we learn that we need to forgive ourselves for our own failings.  Another great writer, Bernard 
Shaw, once said that young people are forgiven everything, just because they are young, but will forgive 
themselves nothing.  The saying comes from his great play Man and Superman.  Just as teenagers scream 
that they won’t forgive their parents for stopping them doing something they want to do, or making them do 
something they don’t want to do, they often brood over their own disappointments and refuse to forgive 
themselves for their own mistakes.  This is a sign of immaturity, but again some grown-ups are really not fully 
grown up:  they refuse to forgive themselves for mistakes they have made or for the bad things they have 
done.  Worse, they keep blaming themselves for things which may not have been their fault.   
 
Many years ago we lost a child in a cot death, so my wife and I went to a meeting of SIDS, which is a support 



 2 

group for parents in the same tragic situation.  I found that so many of them blamed themselves for their 
child’s death; some had spent years going to SIDS meetings every month, reliving their dreadful experience, 
looking for emotional support.   and comfort.  After the one night at SIDS, I felt I had accepted God’s 
forgiveness for anything I might have done that contributed to Peter’s death and I needed to move on.   My 
wife could not forgive herself, or me;   she ended up in the psychiatric ward of the local hospital and our 
marriage eventually ended in divorce. 
 
Every time we say the Lord’s Prayer we ask God to forgive us, every time we confess our sins in our Sunday 
worship we ask God to forgive us, why won’t we accept that God does answer prayer, God has forgiven us, 
God keeps forgiving us.   The New Testament Greek for ‘forgive’  is aphi’emi, which means to ‘put away’ or 
‘let go’.  God has put away our mistakes and our deliberate wrongdoing, why can’t we let them go? 
 
Thirdly, if we won’t forgive other people for things that have happened to us; if we can’t forgive ourselves; we 
put a barrier in the way of God’s forgiving us.  Remember the Lord’s Prayer is conditional:  Forgive us our 
sins as we forgive those who sin against us.   Our forgiveness of others must be complete and unconditional, 
so that we can receive the unconditional forgiveness of God.  If you will allow a third quotation from the 
classics -- in the novel Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen has Mr Collins say about two people living together 
without being married: You ought certainly to forgive them as a Christian, but never to admit them in your 
sight, or allow their names to be mentioned in your hearing.   Mr Bennet exclaims, That is his notion of 
Christian forgiveness?   Sadly, for many people, it is:  they say they have forgiven, but they have not really 
forgiven; they keep the wrong alive in their minds, and they think and behave as if they had not forgiven. 
 
As those who call ourselves ‘Christians’, we need to obey the command of Jesus, the revealer of the God of 
love:  Do good to those who hate you.  Bless those who curse you,  pray for those who abuse you’.   When 
we reveal the God within us, when we forgive others, when we forgive ourselves,  the blessings we pray for 
for others will alight upon us as well.   Thanks be to God! 
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