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Are You Perfect Yet?
Fourth in the Sermon on the Mount Series

Selected verses from Matthew 5
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Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
There are many reasons given why people choose not to be Christian or follow the Christian life-style. There is the claim that Christians are hypocritical. Or they claim, “I can be just as good a person without being a Christian.” I happen to agree with both of those statements to a certain degree. Perhaps you have even said them yourself. And you wouldn’t be wrong. But my guess is that those who stand firmly on those arguments really haven’t tried trusting their lives to Christ – haven’t given themselves to experience the gracious love of God that can bring healing and hope and joy.

But if people are looking for an excuse not to be Christian, I think I would lead them to our Scripture lesson today.

We are in the midst of a sermon series as we take a closer look at the Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount found in the fifth, sixth, and seventh chapters of the Gospel of Matthew. We are not taking a detailed look at all that is there. That would require about a year’s worth of sermons. But what we find in the Sermon on the Mount is a succinct rendering of the Christian Gospel as it pertains to living in the kingdom of heaven on earth. This is the gist of Jesus’ message: The kingdom of God is breaking out all around you, and here are some of the things you need to know to be a citizen of this God-infused kingdom.

In my first sermon I asked, not so tongue-in cheek, “Are you sure you want to be a Christian?” Because what we find in the Sermon on the Mount is that Jesus calls us into a different kind of understanding, and different kind of relationship with God and with one another. Definitely different from the way the Pharisees and Sadducees were seeing it. And I also believe that in Jesus’ sermon we find not only the grace and the love of God, but the challenge and intentionality it takes to live out the grace of God. It is not a passive receptivity we are called to. The kingdom of God is a life changing reality, which moves us away from simple pronouncements to living out our lives with God’s kingdom priorities.

And nowhere is that more clear than our lesson from the fifth chapter of Matthew which can be a scary read without the fuller context, because it calls us to be more righteous than the Pharisees and as perfect as our God in heaven. How can we live up to such a standard? No wonder we’re hypocrites. Why should we even try?

I remember seeing a cartoon of two well-dressed, clean-shaven, middle-aged men sitting together in a jail cell. One inmate turns to the other and says: “All along, I thought our level of corruption fell well within community standards.”

That’s what I feel like when I read Jesus’ understanding of the Law:

· You have heard it said, don’t murder. But I say to you don’t be angry.
· You have heard it said don’t commit adultery. I say don’t lust.

· You have heard it said divorce legally. I say don’t divorce at all.
· You have heard it said make your retribution in kind, and eye for an eye. But I say don’t resist. Turn the other cheek.

· You have heard it said love your neighbor and hate your enemy. Anybody can do that. I say love your enemies and pray for your persecutors. That’s what it means to live in God’s kingdom. That’s what it means to be perfect as God is perfect.
I was doing just fine, thank you very much. I was living well within community standards of decency. Then, BAM! Jesus kicks it up a notch. How am I supposed to live without ever being angry? Or ignore when I’ve been wronged and just walk away? How am I supposed to be asexual and not be attracted to people? I understand not acting on it, but can we deny the attraction?

I know what it means to love my family and friends. I pray for them. I want the best for them. I do all in my power to help them know I love and care for them. How am I supposed to replicate those same feelings for those who wish to do me harm – my enemies?
Some would argue, “That’s the point. You can’t.” Standards of the kingdom of God are too high for the mere mortal, and Jesus articulates how high those standards are so that you will realize that you are unable to earn God’s favor. You must solely rely upon the grace of God in Jesus Christ through faith.

I disagree. I fully believe we must rely upon the grace of God in Jesus Christ through faith. I disagree that that was Jesus’ point here in the fifth chapter of Matthew’s Gospel. I am fully convinced that Jesus calls us to a different standard. It is a standard that is more righteous than the Pharisees, is infused with the perfection of God, and is attainable by the mere mortal.

This was a basic tenet of John Wesley who fully believed that we are moving on to perfection, which is attainable in this lifetime – that we can be made perfect in love. To better understand we need to take a closer look at what Jesus meant when he said that he has not come to abolish the law, but to fulfill it.
First, that statement blows me out of the water. Maybe, if you haven’t read anything else about Jesus, you might believe it. But if you have read other parts of Matthew or any of the other Gospels, you quickly come to realize that Jesus is not big on rules and regulations for rules and regulations sake. In fact, not following the Law is often what got Jesus into trouble. So what’s going on?
William Barclay explains that the Jews used the expression “The Law” in four different ways.
1. They used it to mean the Ten Commandments.
2. They used it to mean the first five books of the Bible – the Pentateuch – literally The Five Rolls – the most important part of the Bible – the Law par excellence.
3. They used the phrase The Law and the Prophets to mean the whole of Scripture, what we would call the Old Testament.
4. They also used “The Law” to refer to “Oral” or “Scribal Law”
Barclay makes the argument that it was this last meaning, “Scribal Law,” which was most common in Jesus’ time, that both Jesus and Paul completely condemned. (The Gospel of Matthew, pg. 127).

Barclay also claims that there are very few rules and regulations in the Hebrew Bible. Now I am pretty sure that there are 613 commandments in the Hebrew Bible, which seems like a lot to me, but I think Barclay’s point is still valid. What we find in the Hebrew Bible, our Old Testament, are great, broad principles which we must take and interpret under God’s guidance, and apply to the individual situations in life.

In the Ten Commandments there are no rules and regulations. They are each great principles with which to guide attitude, motivation, and behavior. To the later Jews these great principles did not seem enough. They held that the Law was divine, and that in it God had said his last word, therefore, everything must be in it. If a thing was not in the Law explicitly, it must be there implicitly. They argued that out of the Law it must be possible to deduce a rule and a regulation for every possible situation in life. “So there arose,” Barclay says, “a race of men called the Scribes who made it the business of their lives to reduce the great principles of the Law to literally thousands upon thousands of rules and regulations.”
For example: we are to keep the Sabbath holy and do no work on the Sabbath. That is a great principle. But the legalists needed to know exact definitions, so they went about defining exactly what is meant by work. They spent endless amount of time arguing whether someone could lift a lamp from one place to another on the Sabbath, and determining how many steps one could take on the Sabbath. Writing two letters of the alphabet in ink was considered work prohibited on the Sabbath.

For the strict Orthodox Jew of Jesus’ time, religion, serving God, was a matter of keeping thousands of legalistic rules and regulations. Jesus was constantly in trouble with the Jewish leaders, because Jesus taught these petty rules were not to take precedence over mercy, kindness, and compassion – love.

When Jesus said that I have come not to abolish the Law, but to fulfill it, it is clear that he was not talking about these Scribal Laws. He broke them himself. But I don’t think the Scribes or Pharisees who made it a point to set themselves apart by following every Scribal law to the letter, were totally off base. They meant to honor God with total obedience to the will of God. But you can’t honor God with hordes of man-made rules and regulations.

When we consider the Ten Commandments, the essence and foundation of all law, it is easy to sum them up with one word – respect (Aretha Franklin got it right). Or perhaps with the word reverence – reverence for God, respect for parents, respect for life and property, and truth and another’s good name, and respect for oneself. These are the fundamentals of the Law. And these Christ will not abolish, but actually fulfill – that is bring out the real meaning so that we might not languish by trying to satisfy the Law of God, but live with abundance for the Love of God.

Christ calls us not to a greater obedience to more restrictive laws, but to a greater understanding of a less restrictive love. I think it was Augustine who said “Love God, and do as you please.” When your heart is filled with reverence for God and respect for others, there is not a rule that needs to be written, for our very nature changes.

That, I believe, is what Jesus intended when in this part of his sermon he was comparing the old rules with the new ways of the kingdom of God. It was a shift away from stressing behavior and emphasizing attitude, because one can have correct behavior and still not love. But one cannot truly love and behave poorly.

Be more righteous than the Scribes and Pharisees, and as perfect as God in heaven. It is impossible as a rule of life. But life-fulfilling as a way of love.

I pray that it is true in your life and in mine. Amen.
Are You perfect yet?
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