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One of the problems with doing a good job is that it seems to be the best way to get handed more 

work.  This is how people rise in their profession: by accepting even greater challenges. In the 

corporate world, this can be a way to get promoted and earn more money. There at least a couple 

of problems, though.  First, it might be hard to ever get that feeling that “we’ve arrived” because 

there’s always another rung on that ladder. Another problem is that feeling you get when you 

become fearful that others will find out that you really don’t know what you’re doing. [“Fake it, 

till you make it.”]  Management theory coined the term “The Peter Principle”—that is, people 

are promoted to higher levels based on success in their current level, rather than having the skills 

needed for that next level. In other words, managers rise to their level of incompetence.   

It’s as though Jesus has been taking us on this journey these past several weeks, affirming our 

strengths and capabilities, yet raising the bar with each successive portion of his Sermon on the 

Mount, till we reach this end requirement: “You must be perfect, even as your Father in heaven 

is perfect.” 

This construct of Jesus, where he says, “You have heard what is said…but I say to you…” gets 

tougher and tougher.  Last week’s gospel dealt with prohibitions against murder and adultery as 

well as making false vows or promises.  Jesus told his hearers that the thoughts from within are 

just as dangerous and hurtful as the actions themselves.   

In this morning’s gospel, Jesus takes the law and turns it on end: An eye for an eye, and a tooth 

for a tooth, gets set aside when Jesus says that the better response is to “turn the other cheek”—

that is, don’t resist someone doing evil, but rather, go the extra mile for them. Return good for 

evil.   

That almost makes what comes next easier to swallow: Jesus says that loving your neighbor as 

yourself goes beyond the people we live around or hang with, and Jesus calls on us to love our 

enemies and pray for those who would persecute us.  That takes “going above and beyond” quite 

a bit higher.   

But it doesn’t stop there, either. Jesus holds up one standard for us—the God standard.  Similar 

to the command from our Hebrew Testament reading calling us to be holy as [God] is holy, Jesus 

calls us to “Be perfect…as your Father in heaven is perfect.”   

That’s “The Peter Principle” magnified, isn’t it?  How can we be perfect?  What Jesus is asking 

goes against our human nature: “Don’t get mad; get even.”  “It’s us against them.”  “I’m only 

human.”  How can Jesus expect us to be more than we are?  Now, there is a little solace in 

digging into the original languages of Scripture: The Greek word for “perfect” is τέλειος [tel'-i-

os], which is more literally “to have reached one’s end” in terms of mastery or completion.  I like 

to speak of our “becoming”—an idea put into plain language by the Army many years ago when 

it sought recruits to “be all that you can be….”     

All of this is consistent with today’s reading from 1 Corinthians, where the Apostle Paul asks: 

“Do you not know that you are God’s temple, and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” For all our 

own attempts at human perfection and trying to justify or boast about who we are and what we 

have achieved, the wisdom of today’s readings is the great equalizer over our lives, because it 
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tells us: “Really, you’re not all that” while at the same time promising, “You will be all of this, 

and more!” It happens when God blows our human limitations out of the water by calling us to 

be holy as he is holy.  

Jesus picks up on that holiness and urges us into completeness—that is, to our having fully 

arrived as faithful followers—whose example is beyond good and way beyond good enough. 

Jesus calls it perfection—which is to say that we do not let our egos [what Luther called “that 

old, sinful self”] stand in the way of God fully moving in and through us.  The other 

commonality in these readings is a reminder that we’ve gotten this morning, as our congregation 

shared gifts of love with two community ministries today: Food for Thought and the Lower 

Currituck Food Pantry.  We have been called together and placed in community, because love 

and hospitality to the neighbor, and welcoming the stranger and loving the enemy involve the 

“other.”  We do not live simply for ourselves, but for all that God cherishes and calls God’s own.  

Just as the church is not “church” if it is not in mission, God’s people don’t live as individual 

entities, but as community. 

But God never promotes us beyond our capabilities.  Instead, God says, “you are mine,” and 

already I am using you as you are. And as God does, we come to realize that we are indeed being 

perfected, as God shapes us and molds us together to be everything God knows we can be. 

Amen. 

 


