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“Be Perfect” — Mar. 12, 2017
Psalm 121
A Song of Ascents

1 I lift up my eyes to the hills— from where will my help come? 
2 My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth. 

3 He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps you will not slumber. 
4 He who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. 

5 The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade at your right hand. 

Matt 5:38–48
You have heard that it was said, “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.” 39But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also. . . .
43 You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” 44But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. 

46For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? . . . Do not even the Gentiles do the same? 48Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.


The psalm is a song of ascents, which means it was sung by the pilgrims who ascended the road to Jerusalem for any one of the three great festivals that occurred in the course of a year. What struck me was that the first two verses are very personal, while the rest of it sounds like a statement addressed to the congregation. First it says “I lift up my eyes to the hills— from where will my help come?” (The NRSV is my default translation.) In verse three the author starts preaching: “He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps you will not slumber.” And he continues with this strong hopeful message: “The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade at your right hand” (v. 5). Shade is a very intense image; remember, this is the Middle East! So the author is exhorting his listeners (and the singers are exhorting each other) to have faith in the protective God. “He will keep your life,” it says (v. 7). He “will keep your going out and your coming in” (v. 8). It probably made for a very upbeat song, although the music has long been lost.

The gospel passage also preaches, while being a bit more combative. Jesus takes issue even with the Torah. He will cite a given Old Testament passage, then add “But I say to you,” and offer a changed or deepened commandment, such as “do not resist an evildoer.” Here he is telling us to be spiritually aggressive: “if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile” (Matt 5:41). This refers to the right of Roman soldiers to compel Jewish civilians to carry their pack for a mile. Jesus is saying: shock this guy; show him you’ll carry it a second mile. It is as though to say “God wants us to love and serve each other; I thought I would do this to demonstrate that I am eager to do good to you.” 

You can even surprise somebody who strikes you by turning the other cheek, thus inviting a full blow, instead of the backhand slap that was the traditional minor discipline a Roman might administer. Again, the intention is to shock and surprise, and then to offer a teaching. Of course, it may not work; from some people, it may evoke contempt and bullying, and when that happens, you are wise to stop trying. . . . But sometimes this technique does work, does open a window for testifying to the love of God. The fact that it worked is shown by the rapid spread of belief in Jesus through the Gentile population, even in the Roman army.

We are admonished: “For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have?” (v. 46). People who do not have love stand in the most need of love. You might be able to help open their eyes, as someone may have helped open your eyes to Jesus.

By no means are these easy commandments to follow. It is wicked hard to “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you,” but this is the ideal to which we should aspire mightily, for the rest of that sentence reads “so that you may be children of your Father in heaven” (5:44–45). So he links this behavior to the gospel message of sonship with God. There is no denying it can be difficult, but the beginning is easy, since it begins with prayer. We can always pray for someone. That’s where love can start, wishing well for someone, through prayer. There is healing power in prayer; it may be healing for both parties; it certainly can be a balm to the one who is praying.

Then Jesus summarizes the facts of life, saying that his Father makes his sun shine on the just and the unjust, and his rain fall on the just and the unjust. Everybody gets blessed some times, and everybody gets pelted, some times! Be ready to suffer the ups and downs of life; don’t take it personally, and don’t assume God is deliberately punishing or rewarding you, although it may feel like that, some days! Better to just say “my life is in your hands; I trust it to you,” and then be open to receive further instructions, or spiritual hints.

Sometimes when Jesus was treated rudely, he would respond not with anger, but with an aphorism, as when his townsfolk insulted him, and he said “a prophet is not without honor except in his hometown and in his own household” (Matt 13:57 NASB). He nailed it, but with wisdom and with something upon which people could reflect, rather than with personal resentment or put-downs.

Now we come to the shocking final line of this passage: “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (5:48). But won’t that lead to rigid and judgmental perfectionism, where you’re always beating yourself up for not being good enough, or beating others up for not being perfect? Well, it’s not meant to lead there, but it can. The key to not misinterpreting this passage is to realize that it really refers to a never-ending process of perfecting. It’s about growth and about your goal, which is the Father, and your taking on some of his character, which happens gradually. Actually, it’s hard to imitate an infinite being, so we really are to imitate Jesus, to take on the character of Jesus. That is our aspiration.

The saying is not meant to turn us into anxious perfectionists who are always judgmental of ourselves and others. Nor should it turn us into egotistical saints who think we’ve already achieved perfection. We will never be wholly perfect, but we can be perfectING, always moving towards God. And what could perfecting mean, but to increasingly learn to love the way that God loves? Again, we can hardly know much about that unless we study the Son, who perfectly demonstrates the love of the Father. 

Coming to resemble the character of God is called deification or theōsis, a major teaching of the New Testament and the early church, although largely overlooked in the Western churches for the last 15 centuries or so. Even a few Old Testament passages speak of it, as Psalm 138: “the Lord will perfect that which concerneth me” (Ps 138:8 KJV). The Apostle Paul has some stunning theōsis passages. In Romans he says we are “predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom 8:29). He spells that out a little more in Second Corinthians: “All of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 3:18) The “image” means the Son’s image. We are to be made Christ-like, step by step and over a very long period of time.

This isn’t some eccentric dream of mine. It’s all over the New Testament. One more example is where Second Peter says “you may become partakers of the divine nature” (2 Pet 1:4 NASB). How wonderful! To sip the refreshing water of the divine nature, to drink in the warmth of God’s love!

Of course, the most thorough change will come in the afterlife. Paul says: “He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory” (Phil 3:21). But there are some changes that are supposed to happen in this lifetime, the spiritual and character changes: “so that you may be children of your Father in heaven” (v. 45), as Jesus puts it. This life, in these bodies, is a special time, despite our struggles. It’s a chance to show a glimmer of perfect love in an imperfect world.

So don’t just love those who love you, but be a child of God, and an ambassador of Jesus. Ask God in prayer to help you love the difficult people in your life. Ask God to help you with this process of gradual transformation, and to have faith that it really is happening. “Grow old, grow old with me. The best is yet to be,” said the poet Robert Browning (“Rabbi Ben Ezra”), “The last of life, for which the first was made: Our times are in His hand, Who saith ‘A whole I planned, Youth shows but half; trust God: see all, nor be afraid!’” The best is yet to be!

