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                                         Matthew 5:43-48

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

A former rector of mine, Fr. Charles Fulton, used to say, “If you aim at nothing, you’ll be sure to hit it!”  And if the standards we set for ourselves are low enough, you and I will be sure to live up to them without even breaking a sweat!

One summer in between years of college, I got a job as a trainer in a health club – some of you may remember it – the Roman Spa.  My job was to help men get into shape – and I say “men” – because back then, health clubs were not co-ed.  I thought this would be a great job!  But what I didn’t realize was that most of these guys wanted me to help them look like Jack Lalane – but they weren’t really interested in putting forth the effort it would take to get there – or even really move in the direction of some semblance good physical conditioning.
It’s kind of like that in our relationship with Jesus Christ.  He doesn’t want us to set our standards low – he wants us to “go for the gold,” as they used to say!  He wants us to strive to live up to the same standards of godly behavior and character as our Father in heaven.  “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

Sounds like some pretty tall & lofty “marching orders,” doesn’t it?!  In fact, we might even say, it sounds impossible!
But, lest we give up and walk away, throwing up our hands at a command you and I could never hope to live up to – let’s take a look at the original Hebrew and Greek words that we often translate into “perfect” – including the word translated “perfect” in our text today.  Both the Hebrew word “tamin,” and the Greek word “telios” literally mean “whole or complete.”

Years ago, we sang a song at St. Peter’s called, “Complete in Him.”  The chorus we sang was, “Complete, complete, complete in Him – we are complete in Him – Alleluia – Complete, complete, complete in Him – we are complete in Him.”  And I believe this kind of “sums up” the essence of the point Jesus makes for us in the last verse of today’s lesson.

A popular rabbinic teaching in Jesus’ day was that it was OK to hate one’s enemies.  It was alright and normal to reject those whom it was believed that God had rejected.  The prevailing thinking kind of followed the mindset that “we Jews are God’s chosen people – so it only makes sense that we should keep ourselves apart from those whom God has not chosen!”   

But, you see, Jesus always calls us to go beyond the letter of the law, or in this case, the current interpretation and understanding of the boundaries of love – of just how far one’s love was expected to extend.

It’s pretty easy for us to love those who love us back – isn’t it?  It doesn’t take a whole lot of effort for you and me to act kindly towards those we like, and whom we enjoy being with.  But it’s a whole different story, when it comes to those who’ve done us wrong, those with whom we find it difficult to be with … and those who might even think the world would be a better place without us!!
But, you know, the kind of love Jesus speaks of here – the love for one’s enemies – can never just come from within, or simply just be a product of our mere humanity.  The kind of love Jesus talks about here must be a Spirit-motivated, Spirit-inspired, and Spirit-directed love!  A love towards those, who in the natural, you and I would classify and consider as “unlovable!”  And we probably don’t have to think too long and too hard to have some of these kinds of folks come to mind!  Whether it’s somebody down the street, or maybe somebody over in the Middle East!

You and I are called to build the Kingdom of God with love.  “Hate” can never be part and parcel to the building of that Kingdom!  And we, who consider ourselves a part of that Kingdom, should not only look forward to a future in the Heavenly Kingdom, but we’re also called to live into the reality of being partners with God in building His Kingdom in the “here and now!”
And without “love” – that Kingdom will never become a reality!!
You see, God’s love is “unconditional.”  It’s a no-strings-attached variety of love!  It’s a “come-as-you-are,” and I’ll love you anyway kind of love!!  It’s a love that doesn’t demand that we show Him first that we are worthy of it!!

And thank God for that!!

In order for you and me to experience the reality of a whole, complete, unbreakable, and eternal union with God – we must imitate Him.  You and I must determine, via the power of the Holy Spirit, to direct all that we are and all that we have, into reflecting the fullness of God’s unconditional love to others – both those whom we find it easy to love, and those whom we would otherwise find “unlovable!”
Today, we remember, and we celebrate the freedom and independence we have as “one nation under God.”  So often, many of us tend to take this freedom for granted, and we forget the sacrifices others have made – including some sitting right here in the pews this morning – to maintain that freedom for us.

We are truly a nation, and a people who have been blessed by God!  But just like God’s first “chosen people,” who seemed to focus more on position and privilege, than on mission and responsibility – we need to remember that what we’re called to is not so much to wave a flag to proclaim to others how great we are – especially compared to them … but that we’re called to be a “beacon of light,” and a model and an example of possibilities and hope, of what can be, when a house is built on a solid foundation – and when the “wholeness” and “completeness” people aspire to – has as its source none other than the power, the strength, the character, and the love of God the Father!!  With this, our foundation is sure and solid!  Without this, whatever we attempt to build, is on “sinking sand!”
We are, indeed, a free people.  But with that freedom comes responsibility.  We’re called to be responsible citizens of this great nation in which you and I live.  And as citizens of the Kingdom of God, we’re also called to live responsibly, and not just rest on the laurels of being God’s “Chosen People of the New Covenant!”
This past Wednesday evening at our mid-week service, we talked about what it means to be “free in Christ.”  We discussed how this freedom that we have in Christ was never intended as a “license” to just do as we please … but rather, an empowerment to live in victory over the temptation to give in to the direction that the flesh, the world, and the Enemy would take us!

The freedom you and I have in Jesus Christ is the freedom of knowing that our eternal future is secure.  Reminds me of a preacher I heard once who said, “Because of Jesus, I know who I am, I know whose I am, and I know where I’m going!” (Repeat)  You and I don’t have to continually worry, fret, and be anxious over where we’ll spend eternity!  If we know Jesus – if we’ve accepted him as Savior, and committed our lives to him as Lord – then it’s a “done deal!” … we have the assurance of our relationship with him in there “here and now,” and in the life to come!

Before I came to Christ, I was a slave to sin.  Now, I never would have admitted that I was a slave to anyone, or anything!  I believed I was my own man, that I was the captain of my own fate!  And that no one but me had control of the direction of my life!

But I was wrong!  Because I was a slave!  I wasn’t “free” at all!  I was a slave to sin, to the flesh, to the standards of this world, and to the Enemy of my soul!  And I was so deceived, I didn’t even know I was I bondage!

But when I came to Christ, I realized what “true freedom” was all about!   Because, you see, I had a power within me – the power of the Holy Spirit – to live within the boundaries God had established – as opposed to the way I thought was “right” before – going my on way, and doing my own thing!
The “wholeness” and “completeness” you and I experience, through the love of God in Christ, gives us a taste of the potential we have to live into.  No longer are our goals and objectives the standards of the world!  Our standards  become the righteousness, the holiness, and the perfection of God!  We no longer have to settle for less than the best!

As a nation, as a people – free and independent to live into our potential – both as individuals, and as a beacon of light and hope for the world … may you and I never forget the price which has been paid, and which men and women continue to pay for that freedom.  And may we live into the responsibility to which our freedom calls us.
And may we, as the people of God, never take for granted our freedom in Christ!  But may we live in such a way – within the realm of God’s perfect love – striving for the wholeness and completeness we have in Him … to demonstrate to those around us – family, friends, and neighbors, and strangers and those who we might otherwise have considered “enemies” – the love of God – the unconditional, undeserved, unearned love of God – through His Son, Jesus Christ.  
Strive for nothing less than the best!  “Be perfect, therefore, be complete, be whole, as your Father in heaven is perfect.”  Amen!!  

