
You Shall Be Perfect 
Matthew 5:38-48 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri  
February 19, 2017 – Seventh Sunday After Epiphany 

† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father, and † of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit. Amen. Preaching on a Scripture 
lesson such as this morning’s Gospel text presents 
quite a challenge. I say that because it would be far 
too easy, I fear, to preach this text in such a way 
that some of you might fall into despair over your 
sins and failures, while others of you might fall into 
pride – wrongly assuming that you have kept the 
Law. It would be so much easier for me to preach 
on something else altogether so as to avoid the risk 
of stepping on anyone’s toes. But that certainly 
would not be the right or faithful thing to do. No, 
this Word of our Lord Jesus stands before us, and 
is addressing itself to us, and it’s my divinely-given 
vocation to preach it to you this morning. 

It’s sobering for us to rightly consider how seri-
ously our Lord describes sin and its consequences 
here. But Jesus does this because of a problem we 
all share, that is, we fail to consider and take to 
heart the fact that each and every one of us are tru-
ly sinners through and through. And this is so not 
just in some general, abstract sense, but really and 
specifically – in thoughts, and words, and deeds. 
And so today this Word of God condemns our sin 
for what it is, so that recognizing our lost and fallen 
condition we might confess that sin and receive 
Christ’s forgiveness – so that in Christ our right-
eousness might exceed the righteousness of the 
scribes and Pharisees. And this is not a righteous-
ness of our own, nor is it the result of our own 
good works and clean living, but rather the right-
eousness of Christ, which belongs to those who are 
His by grace alone, through faith alone. 

The only real life any of us have, dear friends – 
which is also our only real hope – is the life Jesus 
Christ lived and sacrificed for us, the life He gives 
to us in Holy Baptism, the life we live in Him and 
He in us. Every other sort of “life” – which is really 
nothing more than death in disguise – has to be re-
nounced and relinquished. Therefore the Church 
dare not tolerate our sins as though they are inno-
cent and harmless, but must condemn them for 
what they are – that is, sins leading to death – as 

we sinners are called to repentance so that God’s 
forgiveness and life might be given out freely and 
joyfully to all who believe in the name of Christ 
Jesus, our Lord. 

Although many like to think of the Sermon on 
the Mount as some sort of description of how God 
blesses people who are poor and lowly, if you look 
closely you’ll find it contains a whole lot of Law. 
Here Jesus doesn’t let anyone off the hook – in-
cluding you and me. He exposes the roots of the 
deep evil which is already growing and thriving in 
our hearts long before it ever gets into our words 
and actions. Our Lord does this to contrast the 
death of our sin with the life and salvation His 
mercy and forgiveness bestow upon us. For in Him 
we have been given a new life – a life that isn’t 
characterized by murder, adultery, theft, false wit-
ness, and covetousness – as our so-called “life” 
apart from Christ actually is. Rather, our life in 
Christ is characterized by His perfect righteous-
ness, revealed above all and most clearly in His 
Cross, and given in Holy Baptism. 

Our Lord’s words throughout this Sermon are 
serious and harsh, because the sins He addresses 
are the polar opposite of the mercy, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation which come to us through His 
Cross. Thus He condemns all these sins so that He 
might forgive us, reconcile us to Himself, and 
make us members of His Bride, the Church. Jesus 
didn’t come, as some falsely believe, to abolish the 
Law, but to fulfill it – to bring it to perfect comple-
tion in His own body. All that He calls for 
throughout this Sermon, all that He calls us to be, 
He Himself lives and fulfills in His own flesh – 
even to the point of death upon the Cross. For as St 
Paul writes in his Epistle to the Romans, love is the 
fulfillment of the Law, because love does nothing 
to harm the neighbor, but rather seeks to help and 
serve. And it is just such a love that we see in the 
cross and crucifixion of our Lord Jesus. 

Instead of taking revenge – “an eye for an eye,” 
or “a tooth for a tooth” – our Lord and Creator re-



sponded to those who sinned against Him with 
mercy and forgiveness by sending and giving up 
unto death His only begotten Son for the life of the 
world. Everything this world of sinners deserved – 
including you and me – the Son of God has suf-
fered in our place. All the debt we owed, the Son of 
God paid with His of own lifeblood. Therefore 
since God has already reconciled the world to Him-
self in Christ, any and all claims you and I may 
think we have against one another have already 
been satisfied and declared null and void. So, when 
we pray: “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive 
those who trespass against us,” we pray knowing 
all those things have already been taken care of by 
Jesus. For Jesus turned His cheek when we 
couldn’t, surrendered His garments when we 
wouldn’t, and carried His Cross for us and our sal-
vation – which means we have no right whatsoever 
to exact retribution from others. Instead we forgive 
others as we have been freely forgiven by Christ. 

The required perfection spoken of at the end of 
this text is like that of our Father in heaven – the 
righteousness of Christ which exceeds that of the 
Scribes and Pharisees. It is a righteousness defined 
and perfected by mercy and forgiveness. And it’s 
in the mercy and forgiveness of God in Christ that 
His perfection is most clearly revealed and ex-
pressed. It is therefore most appropriate that the 
word for “perfection” in this Gospel is the root 
word for the “it is finished” of our Lord upon the 
Cross. For it is upon the Cross that His mercy and 
forgiveness are perfected, and that His perfect 
righteousness is accomplished for us. As sons of 
God in Christ Jesus, you and I, we are called to be 
“perfect” in this same sense and in this same way – 
by loving our enemies, showing mercy, forgiving 
those who sin against us, and finding and living our 
life in the Cross of our Savior, Jesus Christ. 

That, dear Christian, that is the point of all these 
words of Jesus – that we love our neighbor as our 
own self – and even that we love those who hate us 
– all for the sake of God, our heavenly Father. To 
love and serve one another, to refrain from revenge 
and to forgive instead, to give freely even to those 
who are taking advantage of us, and to love and 
pray for those who hate and persecute us, all of 

this, our dear Lord Jesus Christ has already done 
for us in our place. Indeed, He continues to do this, 
and will continue to do this, until that Day when 
He returns again in glory. Until that Day He now 
lives His life in and through us for our neighbor, so 
that in us our neighbor might also know and expe-
rience the same love of God we each enjoy as sons 
of God. 

That is the righteousness to which you and I are 
called, which we cannot earn or obtain for our-
selves, but which has been obtained for us, and 
given to us, by Christ. Only in Christ do any of us 
live as perfect sons of our Father in heaven. In fact, 
only in Christ is God our Father at all. And, be-
cause this is so, you and I love and forgive where 
we would otherwise hate and hurt. We give and 
sacrifice where otherwise we would covet and lust. 
We put the best construction on our neighbor’s ac-
tions even when our neighbor’s actions would oth-
erwise wound or hurt us. We serve without thanks 
where we would otherwise retaliate with anger and 
revenge. In all of this, the Gospel is thus confessed, 
and the world sees in us the grace of God in Christ. 

Instead of retaliating, seeking revenge, or refus-
ing to forgive, the righteousness of faith in Christ 
suffers all things, bears all things, endures all 
things – all for the sake of Him Who suffered death 
in our stead – bearing all our sins and griefs – and 
enduring the righteous wrath of God on our behalf. 
Consider how He turned the other cheek to those 
who mocked and abused Him. When He was re-
viled, He didn’t revile in return, but entrusted Him-
self to His Father – so that by His stripes, we might 
be healed – that, having died to sin, we might live 
for righteousness – knowing that however far short 
we may have fallen from God’s perfect righteous-
ness, the Son of God, has not failed to reconcile 
anyone to Himself through His Cross and Resur-
rection. He, dear child of God, He is your life and 
your salvation, and in Him, you are perfect – just 
like your Father in heaven. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all 
understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in 
that one true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlast-
ing. Amen. 

 


