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“The Pursuit of Perfection”

“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

I’m coming to the realization that the car I’m driving – a 1998 Ford Taurus – will not last forever, so I’m taking a
greater interest in the auto section of the weekend newspaper.  Since I’m not loyal to any particular brand, I’m
exploring a wide range of makes and models, many of which look quite appealing.  One brand that I will
probably not buy is a Lexus – not because they aren’t great cars, but because I don’t have the bank account for
them.  As I was looking over the Lexus ads, I was struck by their slogan: The Pursuit of Perfection.  I know that
Lexus has an excellent reputation for building reliable cars – but perfection?  Isn’t that stretching things a bit
too far?  Can anyone or anything seriously believe that their pursuit of such a lofty goal will invariably end in
failure?  After all, “nobody’s perfect”!

There’s nothing wrong with striving for excellence or setting high standards as an individual or organization. 
Such high expectations can foster a good work ethic and helps build strength of character.  But perfectionism is
another matter; it “involves a tendency to set standards that are so high that they either cannot be met, or are
only met with great difficulty.” (Anxiety BC).  Persons who strive for perfectionism often feel frustrated,
depressed, anxious, or angry when they are unable to meet their impossible expectations.  Their personal
health, their relationships, and their self-esteem all suffer when trying to be something that no person can
accomplish: perfection.

Even those of us who have perfectionist tendencies admit that “nobody’s perfect.”  So how do we understand
Jesus’ seemingly impossible demand at the end of today’s Gospel lesson: “Be perfect, therefore, as your
heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48)?  How can we even begin to achieve the same perfection as God? 
Didn’t we begin worship this morning by confessing our sinfulness, that “we are captive to sin and cannot free
ourselves,” how can Jesus expect something out of us that is fundamentally impossible?  Knowing that “by my
own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him” (Small Catechism), how
can Jesus set the bar so high that there is no option but failure?

Over these past several Sundays, we have heard Jesus’ teachings from the Sermon on the Mount in which he
challenges those who would be his followers to consider what this would mean in their lives.  He teaches in the
Beatitudes what it means to be “blessed,” which is very different from worldly definitions of blessedness.  The
true people of God are those who are meek, poor in spirit, peacemakers, persons who share in Jesus’
persecution for righteousness’ sake.

· “The beatitudes promise that the kingdom of God will bring eschatological comfort, a permanent
inheritance, true satisfaction, the vision of God, and unprecedented intimacy with God.  Clearly the
coming of the kingdom will mean human experience of the fullness of God’s presence, and it is rightly
considered the summum bonum of both the Sermon on the Mount and Matthew as a whole.” – Dale
Allison, The Sermon on the Mount: Inspiring the Moral Imagination.

Jesus goes on to define his followers as both the “light of the world” and the “salt of the earth,” existing not for
their own sake but for the sake of others.  The purpose of the disciples’ engaging in acts of righteousness is not
for their own sake but to glorify God.

· “It is in this light that the good works of the disciples are meant to be seen.  Men are not to see the
disciples but their good works, says Jesus.  And these works are none other than those which the Lord



Jesus himself has created in them by calling them to be the light of the world under the shadow of the
cross… It is in seeing the cross and the community beneath it that men will come to believe in God.  But
that is the light of the Resurrection.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “The Cost of Discipleship.

As Jesus begins his teaching on the Law and the prophets, the central core of the Hebrew Bible, he emphasizes
that he has not come to abolish the law, but neither does he merely affirm the status quo: “I have not come to
abolish but to fulfill.” (5:17).  Jesus sets high standards for his followers, for their righteousness must exceed
that of the scribes and Pharisees, the leading religious figures of the day.  Jesus does more than give a better
interpretation of the old authority of the Law; he relocates authority from the written text to himself – to
God’s presence in his life, teaching, death, and resurrection.  

· “So Jesus’ new teaching brings to realization that which the Torah prophesied.  And that realization
does not set the Law and Prophets aside.  Fulfillment rather confirms the Torah’s truth.” – Allison.

In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus addresses the last two of his six “antitheses” in the Sermon on the Mount, in
which he both reinterprets and radicalizes the teaching of the Law.  Following the pattern of his teachings on
anger, lust, divorce, and oaths, Jesus invites his audience to recall that “you have heard that it was said, ‘An eye
for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” and then challenges them to hear that “I say to you, do not resist the
evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone want to sue you and
take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile.” (5:38-
41).  Jesus radicalizes the Jewish tradition, which had already mitigated the retaliatory judicial approach:

· “If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot
for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.” – Exodus 21:23-25.

· “Anyone who maims another shall suffer the same injury in return: fracture for fracture, eye for eye,
tooth for tooth; the injury inflicted is the injury to be suffered.” – Leviticus 24:20.

· “Show no pity: life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.” – Deuteronomy
19:21.

Jesus not only affirms the thrust of the Law in opposing unlimited revenge, but he calls for his disciples to
reject absolutely the principle of retaliatory violence as well.  Jesus’ followers are not to resist the “evildoer”
(poneros), which can be understood as an evil individual who is an aggressor, abstractly as evil in general, or
cosmically as the Evil One who is the adversary of the Kingdom of God.  The individual evil ones whom Jesus’
followers must not resist are manifestations of the cosmic kingdom of evil that pervades the world, usurping
God’s rightful rulership of the world.  The kingdom of God takes evil seriously, but does not consider it
ultimate.  Jesus’ command not to resist evil goes beyond passive resistance; it is a positive strategy in the
interests of the aggressor.  The common denominator of the five examples in this passage is that they are all
examples of aggression and pressure from other persons who interfere with one’s own pursuits.  “What is
called for is a response in terms of the good and the needs of the other, not one’s own rights.” (Eugene Boring).

· “We are called to this difficult task in order to realize a unique relationship with God.  We are potential
sons of God.  Through love that potentially becomes actuality.  We must love our enemies, because
only by loving them can we know God and experience the beauty of his holiness.” – Martin Luther King,
Jr., Strength to Love.

Jesus’ final antithesis is rooted in the command of Leviticus 19:18 that “you shall love your neighbor as
yourself”; but the context makes clear that “neighbor” includes only fellow Israelites, and so Jesus states that
“you have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’” (5:43).  There is no
explicit command to hate one’s enemy in the Old Testament, yet there are statements that God hates all
evildoers (“The boastful will not stand before your eyes; you hate all evildoers.” – Psalm 5:5).  But Jesus’



command is specific and concrete: “But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,
so that you may be children of your father in heaven” (5:44-45).  Jesus bases his command in juxtaposition to
the Law, on the nature of God who loves all impartiality (“for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good,
and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous” – 5:45), and on the promise of eschatological reward
(“For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have?  Do not even the tax collectors do the same? 
And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more are you doing than others?  Do not even Gentiles do
the same?” – 5:46-47).  The idea of reward is not mere selfishness, but a dimension of Jesus’ proclamation of
the present and coming Kingdom as the basis for the radical lifestyle to which he calls his disciples.  “Their
conduct must be appropriate to their status as ‘children of your Father in heaven.’” (Boring).

It is in this context that Jesus commands his disciples to “be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is
perfect.”  Contrary to the Greek sense of absolute moral perfection, an impossible ideal for human beings to
attain, Matthew takes the word from the Hebrew tamim, which means “wholeness” (“You must remain
completely loyal to the LORD your God.” – Deuteronomy 18:13).  To be “perfect” is to serve God
wholeheartedly, to be single-minded in devotion to God.

· “Perfection has nothing to do with sinfulness.  Rather, once more the central idea is completeness …
throughout this section Jesus has asked for a sort of perfection – not the perfection of being without
sin but the perfection of what we might call completeness … because Christians are the offspring of
God they must behave as God does, which means above all loving others.” – Allison.

Eugene Peterson’s translation in The Message, while not as literal as the translation in our bulletin, gets to the
heart of Jesus’ teaching on what he means by “be perfect”:

· “In a word, what I’m saying is, Grow up.  You’re kingdom subjects.  Now live like it.  Live out your God-
created identity.  Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you.”

We cannot do what Jesus commands in the Sermon on the Mount – turn the other cheek, love our enemies, go
the second mile – by ourselves.  We can only do these things to the degree that we can live into our God-given
identity as blessed and beloved children.  “You can’t give what you don’t have, and so only those who have
experienced love can in turn share it with others.” (David Lose).  Our “perfection” comes not in our trying to live
up to an impossible standard; it means living as the reborn children of God we become in Holy Baptism, when
through water and the Word “a new person is to come forth and rise up to live before God in righteousness and
purity forever.” (Small Catechism).  As we are completely God’s children through our baptism into Christ, so do
we live in the completeness that occurs when “we have been buried with him by baptism into death, so that,
just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life.”
(Romans 6:4).  

· “In Christ crucified and in his people the “extraordinary” becomes reality.  These men are the perfect,
the men in whom the undivided love of the Heavenly Father is perfected.  It was that love which gave
the Son to die for us upon the cross, and it is by suffering in the fellowship of the cross that the
followers of Jesus are perfected.  The perfect are none other than the blessed of the Beatitudes.” –
Bonhoeffer.

The pursuit of perfection for Christians should not be seen as an impossible demand, something that will lead
us to inevitable failure and despair.  It is a call to living our lives each day fully and completely as the vessels of
God’s grace, as those who have been made holy through our baptism into the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ and are called to shine the light of Christ’s perfect love in all that we do, so that others “may see your
good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”  (5:16).  It means that while we are aware of our ongoing
sinfulness and need for repentance and renewal, we are nonetheless fully and completely “a chosen race, a



royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who
called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  It means that when we live in the fullness of
the people of God that we have become through our baptism into Christ, we will live together in “the power at
work within us [that] is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory
in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.  Amen.” (Ephesians 3:20-21).

· “Now if my life does not measure up to this in every detail – as indeed it cannot, since flesh and blood
incessantly hold it back – that does not detract from its perfection.  Only we must keep striving for it,
and moving and progressing toward it every day.  This happens when the spirit is master over the flesh,
holding it in check, subduing and restraining it, in order not to give it room to act contrary to this
teaching.  It happens when I let love move along on the true middle course, treating everyone alike and
excluding no one.  Then I have true Christian perfection, which is not restricted to special offices or
stations, but is common to all Christians – as it should be.” – Martin Luther, “Commentary on the
Sermon on the Mount,” 1532.

When the day comes when I do need to look for a new car, my search will not be a “pursuit of perfection,”
even if I do find myself considering a Lexus.  Perfection according to human standards – being free from all
fault or defect – is simply impossible for flawed human beings who are “by nature sinful and unclean.”  But
perfection according to the standards of God in Jesus Christ – wholeness, completeness, blessedness, being
bearers of the true light of Christ – is our calling that brings us joy as it brings blessings to others.  Ours is a call
to “be all that we can be” – fully, completely children of God, born anew to a living hope which is complete
freedom, complete joy, and complete love for all who are completed and completely in Christ, “sealed by the
Holy Spirit and marked with the Cross of Christ forever.” Amen.


