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Text: Matthew 5:38-48 

Theme: Be Perfect 

 

Over the last four weeks we have read all of Matthew 5.  It started out 

nice and easy with Jesus sitting on the top of a mountain and teaching 

his disciples some invaluable lessons.  As they prepared themselves to 

be the salt of the earth and the light to the world, Jesus outlined for 

them not only the letter of the law but some insights on how to live 

out these commandments in the real world.  Jesus was clear that their 

knowledge of the law could no longer be limited to the strict interpret-

tation they were taught by the scribes and Pharisees.   
 

After all three services last week, a significant number of you came 

up to me and asked if I was preaching just for them.  My quick 

response was that the sermon was for all of us (including me).   
 

These lessons are hitting home.  Last Sunday we confessed that some-

times we are the ones who have a difficult time loving our own 

brothers or sisters without lashing out at them in anger or with our 

insults.  Sometimes the way we look at other people betrays our 

faithfulness to our partners … and few (if any) of us could say that we 

have never taken the name of our Lord in vain.   
 

Jesus is not saying anything new or outlandish to us.  We know these 

laws are no-brainers.  They make sense and they are perfectly clear.  

But then we move into the rest of Jesus’ sermon (the lesson I just read 

to you) and all of a sudden we begin to question him.     
 

We understand an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.  But in our 

humanness we cannot imagine that Jesus is suggesting that we offer 

our other cheek after already being slapped once.  Does he really want 

us to be pacifists and sit back and let the world abuse us?  What if we 

have been justifiably wronged?  Is there no room for some kind of 

retaliation?  Is not that what real justice means?   
 

And we can certainly pray for our enemies and ask God to change 

their hearts … but love them?  That seems so impossible. 

 

And then the so-called icing on the cake comes in the final verse:  

Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.   
 

Be perfect!  Nobody is perfect and yet Jesus puts it out there as his 

final teaching point!  Once again that raises another challenging 

question: How does Jesus expect us to be perfect when we live in 

such an imperfect world?   
 

See … this is what we do.  When our lessons do not make any sense 

to us we spend our time explaining them away.  Jesus did not mean to 

say any of these things to us.  His audience was his little band of 

disciples and Jesus was simply offering them advice – something to 

strive towards because it will make them into better people.  Jesus 

only said these things because he was preparing them for the grace 

they will experience through his death and resurrection.   
 

But here is the thing: The world that Jesus lived in was also far from 

perfect.  He witnessed people being persecuted.  He and his disciples 

were challenged by Roman and religious authorities all the time.  

Jesus even knew there was a plot to kill him.  So this lesson is just as 

real for Jesus as it is for us.  We are to be perfect!  Jesus is laying out 

a vision for the kingdom of God and has summoned his disciple to be 

a part of it.  Jesus knew people who characterized him as crazy and 

out-of-touch with the real world but let us not be one of them. 
 

It is true.  We are to love our neighbors and our enemies just as we 

love ourselves.  We are to imitate God who blesses both the righteous 

and the unrighteous without distinction.  Our behavior must be 

different from the rest of the world because it leads us to the very goal 

of discipleship – to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect. 
 

Be perfect!  The word perfect stems from the Greek word telos that 

means a goal, an end, or a purpose.  The sense of the word is more 

about becoming what was intended, to grow and to mature until we 

bear fruit.  Jesus is telling us today that we are to imitate the ways of 

God and that includes embracing our enemies.  God has supplied us 

with an overabundance of unconditional love … so for those of us 

who have experienced that love we need (in turn) to share it with 

others.   
 

 



To be perfect is less about getting things right and more about loving 

as God loves us, and Jesus is the concrete (real-life) example of that 

love.  To be perfect is a promise that carries the possibility that we 

may love the world fully, richly, abundantly and completely. 
 

But who in the world can do this with any integrity?  

There are real people out there who have defied their natural instincts 

to retaliate: the survivor of a violent crime who was able to forgive 

the one who violated her, black South Africans who worked with their 

former oppressors to rebuild their country, members of a church in 

Charleston who spoke words of forgiveness after their loved ones 

were murdered … people like Mother Teresa who give unselfishly to 

serve and touch the outcasts of society, those who live modestly so 

they can contribute to the well-being of the less fortunate, and those 

who make choices to commit random acts of kindness.   
 

We are surrounded by examples of an unselfish and perfect love! 
 

Jesus is teaching us today that love is the ultimate goal of his 

teachings.  Jesus is fully aware how difficult it is for us to love when 

we would rather sit in our hatred because we have been wronged.  He 

knows it is not easy to forgive the unforgiveable and to embrace those 

who have harmed us.  But Jesus is lifting us up and telling us to 

imitate God (the ultimate lover).  We are loved so we are to love 

others.  And of course it will not be easy.  So many things get in our 

way – past disappointments or old wounds still haunt us.  There are 

those old grudges and painful memories that are slow to fade. 
 

St. Augustine always said to his members before communion – 

Receive who you are.  Become what you have received. 
 

As you come forward for communion today think about that state-

ment and name one thing (one fear, one memory, one hurt, one enemy 

or one resentment) that keeps you from embracing and becoming the 

person God wishes you to be.   
 

Come forward with that one thought in mind and when you leave the 

altar leave it behind.  Our efforts may never reach perfection but we 

trust the Holy Spirit will do some incredible work that seems foolish 

and far-fetched to an imperfect world that is consumed with fear and 

hatred and so many uncertainties.   
 

Jesus is starting his own revolution by calling the rules of this world 

into question and (at the very same time) saving this world that he 

loves so much.  Jesus is inviting us into relationships that are 

governed not by power but by our vulnerability grounded in love.  An 

eye for an eye makes all people blind.  Light is the only thing that can 

drive out the darkness.  And only love can drive out our hate.  Amen  
 


