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From the editor

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
Loving brothers, neighbors, And enemies

i.

Loving brothers is tricky business, in biblical perspec-
tive. In the Old Testament, hatred of  brothers seems to 

have been the more normal state of  aff airs—murder was 
committed between the fi rst two, Jacob and Esau struggled 
already in the womb, and Joseph’s assorted half-siblings 
sold him into slavery. And that’s only in the fi rst book of  
the Bible.

The New Testament complicates the already compli-
cated picture of  the Old Testament. On the one hand, 
exhortations to love brothers, to 
deal with them justly, are frequent. 
Even saying “you fool!” is excluded; 
to say it anyway is to be liable to 
hellfi re. On the other hand, love 
of  brothers can interfere with the 
kingdom of  God. Even the Gentiles 
manage to greet their brothers, so 
that is not in itself  a sign of  divine 
perfection; leaving brothers and 
sisters and parents behind for the 
kingdom will earn a hundredfold return and eternal life; 
and it may well be that brother will deliver brother over to 
death.

This already begs the question of  who our brothers 
actually are. They are fi rst of  all the obvious candidates: 
our relatives, those who are nearest and dearest to us. The 
Greek term adelphoi logically entails sisters, too, as in ii Tim-
othy 4:21, “Eubulus sends greetings to you, as do Pudens 
and Linus and Claudia and all the brothers.” It’s the word 
of  choice, further, to describe relations within the church. 
Actually, in the revisionist vocabulary of  the New Testa-
ment, “brothers” means “fellow Christians” even more 
than “blood relatives.” But it draws on all those compli-

cated connotations in the sagas of  biblical blood families. 
It’s hard to imagine the New Testament would have to 
devote so much time to teaching about love of  brothers if  
it weren’t an inherently diffi  cult thing.

Take the Johannine epistles, for example. You get a strong 
sense from them, and from the Gospel of  John too, that a 
line is being drawn between the insiders and the outsiders, 
between the brothers who love Jesus and the adversaries 
who deny him. And yet this in no way automatically results 
in abundant fraternal love. The apostle has to make a point 
of  saying in his fi rst epistle: “Whoever says he is in the 

light and hates his brother is still in 
darkness. Whoever loves his brother 
abides in the light, and in him there 
is no cause for stumbling. But who-
ever hates his brother is in the dark-
ness and walks in the darkness, and 
does not know where he is going, 
because the darkness has blinded 
his eyes” (2:9–11). In chapter 3 he 
tries again to blame it on the outsid-
ers, but it doesn’t quite work and he 

concedes to teaching his own fl ock once more: “Everyone 
who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no 
murderer has eternal life abiding in him. By this we know 
love, that [Jesus] laid down his life for us, and we ought 
to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if  anyone has 
the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes 
his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him?” 
(vv. 15–17). Even those who know that the incarnate Lord 
laid down his life for them need a not-so-subtle reminder 
of  its implications for their daily lives. The line from the 
indicative to the imperative has to be drawn and redrawn 
and highlighted—it can’t be assumed. So the apostle adds 
one last time in ch. 4, “We love because he fi rst loved us. 

It’s hard to imagine the New 
Testament would have to devote 
so much time to teaching about 
love of  brothers if  it weren’t an 

inherently diffi  cult thing.
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If  anyone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates 
his brother, he is a liar; for he who 
does not love his brother whom he has 
seen cannot love God Whom he has 
not seen. And this commandment we 
have from Him: whoever loves God 
must also love his brother” (vv. 19–21).

Truly, loving brothers is not easy, as 
anyone in a family knows, as anyone 
in a congregation knows, as anyone 
with the slightest acquaintance with 
church history knows. Our love for 
one another is supposed to be the wit-
nessing mark of  our discipleship that 
will invite the world to believe, but we 
seem to need a great deal of  instruc-
tion in how to go about doing it.

The recurring themes seem to be 
the following. 1) Do not pass judgment, 
especially when it is not matched with 
critical self-examination. Think of  the 
log and the speck, or Paul’s remark in 
Romans 14:10 over the meat-eating 
controversy, “Why do you pass judg-
ment on your brother? Or you, why do 
you despise your brother? For we will 
all stand before the judgment seat of  
God.” 2) Do not let your brother wan-
der into sin without rebuke, but rebuke 
him with the intention of  restoration. 
Consider the counterintuitive advice 
of  Paul in ii Thessalonians 3:14–15: 
“If  anyone does not obey what we say 
in this letter, take note of  that person, 
and have nothing to do with him, that 
he may be ashamed. Do not regard 
him as an enemy, but warn him as a 
brother”; or Jesus’ teaching in Mat-
thew 18 on confronting brothers with 
their faults. 3) Forgive, and forgive, and 
forgive. For each time that Jesus com-
mands us to repent, he equally com-
mands us to forgive. In Luke 17:3–4 
he says, “Pay attention to yourselves! 
If  your brother sins, rebuke him, and 
if  he repents, forgive him, and if  he 
sins against you seven times in the day, 
and turns to you seven times, saying, ‘I 
repent,’ you must forgive him.”

Notice what trouble we’d be in if  
we followed only one of  these three 
rules. Follow only the first, and we’d 
have laissez-faire tolerance that turned 
a blind eye to injustice; follow only the 
second, and we’d fall into harsh legal-

ism; follow only the third, and we’d 
make of  everyone a helpless victim. 
Follow all three, and we might just get 
a church.

These may seem like stringent 
rules, but they exist for the sake of  the 
“brotherly affection” that arises spon-
taneously among those who know 
themselves to be fellow heirs of  salva-
tion in Christ. It is by no means all grim 
determination to do the right thing. 
The rules crack open our tendency to 
restrict brotherhood to blood, ethnic-
ity, or likemindedness; they expand 
the circle of  potential affection. The 
book of  Acts is awash in the warm 

term “brothers,” denoting a new kind 
of  loving family that has arisen among 
the baptized. Paul’s greetings at the 
end of  his letters are as canonical as 
the theological and moral parts, and 
it’s a delight to eavesdrop, as it were, 
on his delight in the friendship of  
Epaenetus and Ampliatus, Tryphaena 
and Tryphosa, Stachys and Persis. 
Even the aforementioned stern apostle 
speaks with affection to the “elect lady 
and her children” (ii John) and “the 
beloved Gaius, whom I love in truth” 
(iii John). It may seem difficult to with-
hold judgment, and to rebuke, and to 
forgive—perhaps because our Chris-
tian communities have by and large 
forgotten these practices. But when 
done faithfully, they will fan the flame 
of  the love between us, a love that will 
truly cover a multitude of  sins.

ii.

It’s not a sharp line between brother 
and neighbor in the New Testament. 
Sometimes the words are synony-
mous, as in Ephesians 4:25: “There-
fore, having put away falsehood, let 
each one of  you speak the truth with 
his neighbor, for we are members one 
of  another.” It becomes clear soon 
enough, though, that the square deal-
ing owed our neighbor is not a matter 
for within the Christian community 
alone. It is for anyone we meet, every-
one we meet. In fact, neighbor- 
love ratchets up the command of  
love to a dizzying degree. Cain was 
obviously heartless to ask, “Am I my 
brother’s keeper?” but it seems only 
sensible to ask, “Am I my neighbor’s 
keeper?”—especially regarding neigh-
bors far away, neighbors I can’t see, 
neighbors I’ll never meet, even neigh-
bors nearby that have never come into 
my circle, have never made a claim on 
me or me on them. To take seriously 
the command to love the neighbor 
is suddenly to discover a community 
that is, for all intents and purposes, 
infinite; certainly beyond any single 
human being’s capacity to love. And 
yet we are to love them all the same, 
love them as ourselves.

The extension of  love outside the 
circle of  affection and responsibility 
comes through most clearly in the par-
able of  the Good Samaritan in Luke 
10—with good reason one of  those 
stories that is in everybody’s canon-
within-the-canon no matter where 
we lie on the Christian spectrum. 
Jesus barbs his tale with shame on the 
priest and Levite who willfully ignored 
someone who did fall within their cir-
cle and deserved their care. It is meant 
to be startling that one of  the much-
despised Samaritans did the good 
deed. But I don’t take the story to be 
primarily one about overcoming his-
toric enmity. Rather, it’s about the fact 
that the Samaritan owed the wounded 
man nothing. They had no claims on 
each other whatsoever. It was mere 
happenstance that the Samaritan hap-
pened to be walking by, a coincidence, 

To take seriously 
the command to 

love the neighbor is 
suddenly to discover 
a community that 

is, for all intents and 
purposes, infinite.
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an accident, a twist of  fate, displaying 
none of  the indicators we seek for why 
another person should matter to us 
and be fitted into the plot of  our own 
lives. The Samaritan proved to be a 
good neighbor because he didn’t let 
the meaninglessness or accidentalness 
of  the encounter distract him from 
seeing the simple reality of  a human 
being in need.

Jesus rings the same note a few 
chapters later in Luke 14 with his 
teaching and then parable of  the 
banquet. It’s exactly not the people in 
your circle, the people that matter to 
you, “your friends or your brothers or 
your relatives or rich neighbors” who 
should be invited to your dinner party. 
Give it instead for those who make no 
claim on you at all and have no right 
to your time or generosity. A person 
within earshot of  Jesus’ discourse 
massively misses the point (as usual) 
and announces, “Blessed is everyone 
who will eat bread in the kingdom of  
God!”—sounding much like typical 
Christian enthusiasm for heaven. But 
Jesus can outdo anybody’s eschatol-
ogy and turns the banquet into a par-
able. Assuming that you’re due a nice 
dinner because you’re in the circle, in 
the blood, among the brothers, might 
well create contempt for the dinner 
itself. The insulted master will bar the 
doors to such and instead gather in 
“the poor and crippled and blind and 
lame.” And if  that doesn’t fill up the 
hall, he’ll have his servants “go out to 
the highways and hedges and compel 
people to come in, that my house may 
be filled.” It will be precisely their ran-
domness, their irrelevance, their utter 
tangentiality to the community and 
its history that will qualify them to 
belong.

This was hard enough to take two 
thousand years ago on the first hear-
ing. What shall we do now when we 
have unprecedented knowledge of  
the staggering quantity of  human-
ity out there, suffering and struggling 
and in need of  our love? We do badly 
enough at loving those for whom we 
are already responsible; how can we 
even hope to do right by all the count-

less others? How can we possibly love 
six billion neighbors as ourselves?

What is impossible for man is pos-
sible for God. We cannot justify our-
selves on this matter, but we can try 
to follow in Jesus’ footsteps. For one 
thing, we can start really seeing the 
people who cross our paths, however 
accidentally or coincidentally; we can 
reject the very notion of  accident and 
coincidence; we can recognize strang-
ers as human beings. We can invest 
our money, time, and votes in jus-
tice that will improve the lives of  our 
neighbors far beyond our individual 
reach. And remembering that we 

are many members of  one body, we 
can support other Christians through 
prayer, participation, and generous 
giving as their ministries cause our 
hands to touch those of  our neighbors 
far and near.

iii.

It is beneficial to love our brothers. It 
is righteous to love our neighbors. It is 
outrageous to love our enemies.

Unfortunately for our outraged sen-
sibilities, love of  enemies is the most 
distinctively Christian love because it 
is the love most like Christ’s love for 
us. He teaches it and he does it. It is 
the most perfect union of  his person 
and his action. “Love your enemies, 
do good to those who hate you, bless 
those who curse you, pray for those 
who abuse you. To one who strikes you 
on the cheek, offer the other also, and 
from one who takes away your cloak 

do not withhold your tunic either… 
If  you love those who love you, what 
benefit is that to you? For even sin-
ners love those who love them. And 
if  you do good to those who do good 
to you, what benefit is that to you? 
For even sinners do the same. And 
if  you lend to those from whom you 
expect to receive, what credit is that 
to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, 
to get back the same amount. But love 
your enemies, and do good, and lend, 
expecting nothing in return, and your 
reward will be great, and you will be 
sons of  the Most High, for He is kind 
to the ungrateful and the evil. Be mer-
ciful, even as your Father is merciful” 
(Luke 6:27–29, 32–36).

It was for the ungrateful and the 
evil that Jesus went to his death on 
the cross—to save them from their sins, 
which is to say, to save us from our sins. 
This is the hardest blow against the 
works righteousness that infects every 
church (even Lutheran ones!). As Paul 
put it in Romans 5:6 and 8, “For while 
we were still weak, at the right time 
Christ died for the ungodly… God 
shows His love for us in that while we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us.” 
Whether we like it or know it or not, 
his death reconciles us to his Father, us 
the weak, us the ungodly, us the sin-
ners. None of  us has cause to boast 
because without Christ we would be 
the same old enemies of  God and of  
one another—and our friendships 
and alliances would be no better than 
enmity disguised.

And so Paul, like his canonical 
companions, draws the line for us 
from the indicative to the impera-
tive. Christ loved his enemies—so we 
should love ours. Thus in Romans 12: 
“Bless those who persecute you; bless 
and do not curse them… Repay no 
one evil for evil, but give thought to do 
what is honorable in the sight of  all… 
Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but 
leave it to the wrath of  God, for it is 
written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will 
repay, says the Lord.’ To the contrary, 
‘if  your enemy is hungry, feed him; 
if  he is thirsty, give him something to 
drink; for by so doing you will heap 

Love of  enemies is 
the most distinctively 

Christian love because 
it is the love most like 
Christ’s love for us. 
He teaches it and 

he does it. 
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burning coals on his head.’ Do not be 
overcome by evil, but overcome evil 
with good” (14, 17, 19–21).

Here’s the thing: evil can be over-
come by good. Our instinct is not 
only to react in kind toward evil, but 
to doubt that changing our disposi-
tion toward our enemy could pos-
sibly change our enemy’s disposition 
toward us. Yet Jesus’ truth is that we 
cannot do good to our enemies and 
still continue to see them in the same 
light, and they’ll have a hard time see-
ing us the same way, too.

More importantly still, we can-
not grow the fruit of  the Spirit with-
out our enemies. God makes us need 
them. As long as we stick with our 
brothers and even with our indiffer-
ent or distant neighbors, we can sup-
ply our own natural human measures 
of  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and 
self-control; Christians certainly have 

no monopoly on those things in their 
earthly iteration. But face to face with 
enemies, human love will run out, 
peace will evaporate, gentleness will 
wither, and self-control will denigrate 
into self-defense. It is only the Holy 
Spirit Who can nurture the seedlings 
of  love and joy and peace in the pres-
ence of  those who infuriate and dis-
gust us.

As with our neighbors, loving our 
enemies is not meant to be a solo act. 
There are times when we cannot prac-
tice love toward an enemy in person—
especially when there is an extreme 
power imbalance. But we can love our 
enemies through the structures of  love 
in the church and the structures of  
justice in government and society, ulti-
mately seeking, as with our brothers, 
restoration and reconciliation instead 
of  permanent exclusion from all that 
is good.

And here the circle of  love turns 

back again to the beginning. For “a 
person’s enemies will be those of  his 
own household” (Matthew 10:36), 
and like Jacob and Esau our bitterest 
divisions will often strike at the hearth, 
home, and altar. Or to put it more 
positively, all the loves bless and pros-
per the others. Learning to love broth-
ers will help us to love our neighbors; 
learning to love our neighbors will 
help us to love our enemies; learning 
to love our enemies will help us to love 
our brothers; and all of  this loving of  
the people we do see will deepen and 
widen our love for the God we can-
not see. And at every step, with every 
word and act and feeling of  love, we 
will learn afresh that we love because 
Christ first loved us, while we were still 
his enemies, by his being a neighbor to 
us and calling us his brothers, sisters, 
and friends. LF
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