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Sermon for the Seventh Sunday after the Epiphany, February 19, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Leviticus 19:1–2, 9–18; Psalm 71:16–24; 1 Corinthians 3:10–11, 16–23; Matthew 
5:38–48 

 
Growing up Southern Baptist, I don’t remember 
learning Luke’s version of the last words of today’s 
gospel lesson. Luke’s Jesus in his Sermon on the 
Plain—not on a mountain—says, in the King James 
Bible of my youth, “Be ye therefore merciful, as your 
Father also is merciful.”1 I do remember learning 
parallel words from Matthew, “Be ye therefore perfect, 
even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.”2 
 
The New Revised Standard Version from 1989 renders this 
verse in Matthew as, “Be perfect, therefore, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect.” But the verb here is in the 
future tense, not the imperative. Not “be” in the sense 
of now, but “you will be.” 
 
Mark, Luke, and John never use the Greek word 
translated here as “perfect,” téliós. Matthew uses it 
twice, once in today’s passage from the Sermon on the 
Mount, and later, in Jesus’ encounter with a rich man. 

                            
1 Luke 6:36. 
2 Matthew 5:48. 
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Mark and Luke tell that story, too. Jesus says to the 
rich man in both of those gospels, “You lack one 
thing; go sell what you have, and give to the poor, and 
you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow 
me.”3 
 
Matthew sets the scene differently. There’s more 
dialogue. In Matthew rich man is a young man. He 
asks Jesus, “What do I still lack?” Jesus replies, “If you 
would be téliós . . . go, sell . . . give, and you will have 
treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.”4 I prefer 
Dr. Mark Davis’s translation of téliós as “complete.”5 
In other words, Jesus says, “Therefore you will be 
complete as your father in heaven is complete.”6 
 
Remembering that in New Testament Greek, 
“kingdom” is “sovereign power”—not a geographical 
place— in Matthew, God’s sovereign power is with 
God’s Son, whose name “Jesus” means, “He will save 
God’s people from their sins.”7 
 

                            
3 Mark 10:21; Luke 18:22. 
4 Matthew 19:20–21. 
5 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/02/be-perfect-as-nature-is-
perfect.html (Accessed 19 February 2017). 
6 Ibid. 
7 Matthew 1:21. 

http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/02/be-perfect-as-nature-is-perfect.html
http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/02/be-perfect-as-nature-is-perfect.html
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In a wonderful article called, “The End [of time] in 
Matthew . . . How to Preach It and How Not To,” the 
late Robert H. Smith—he died in 2006; he had been 
professor of New Testament at the Pacific Lutheran 
Theological Seminary in Berkeley, California—pointed 
out that all five of Jesus’ sermons in Matthew 
conclude with stories about the judgment that awaits 
when we die.8 He observed that we were living in a 
time when most people don’t think or believe that 
there will be a judgment in whatever life there is after 
death.9 
 
At the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, 
“Every one then who hears these words of mine and 
does them will be like a wise man who built his house 
upon the rock . . . And every one who hears these 
words of mine and does not do them will be like a 
foolish man who built his house upon the sand.”10 
 
At the end of his fifth and final sermon in Matthew, 
given two days before the Last Supper, although he 
didn’t use the word “téliós,” I think we can see how 

                            
8 Robert H. Smith, “The End in Matthew (5:48 and 28:20): How to Preach It and 
How Not To,” Word & World 19, (1999), 305–6. 
9 Ibid., 308. 
10 Matthew 7:24–26. 
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those who would be counted as his sheep at the last 
judgment were completed, were made perfect. His 
sheep ask him, “Lord, when did we see you?”11 He 
responds, “As you did it to one of the least of these 
my brothers and sisters, you did it to me.”12 In the 
story, the sheep do not know whom they have been 
serving until they are judged in the world to come. 
 
I think that it is only at the end of our lives that you 
and I can be, and by God’s grace, in any sense, 
complete, in any sense perfect. I suggest that you and I 
can be open to accept God’s righteousness by trying 
to embrace as we are led, and are able, mercy, love, 
and faith. 
 
Now, briefly, to the two anti-theses: “You have heard 
that it was said;” Jesus then continues with, “But I say 
to you.” 
 
The first anti-thesis is, “You have heard that it was 
said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I 
say to you, Do not resist one who is evil.” The second, 
“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your 

                            
11 Matthew 25:37. 
12 Matthew 25:40. 
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neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 
so that you may be sons of your Father who is in 
heaven.”13 
 
Over the last couple of months I’ve read two books 
that I had only skimmed through before. The first 
time through both of them I just didn’t want to 
confront the details of the horrors, evils, and mistakes 
of war and the horrors, evils, and mistakes within 
family. The books were Rick Atkinson’s The Guns at 
Last Light: The War in Western Europe, 1944-194514 and 
Simon Montefiore’s The Romanovs: 1613–1918.15 The 
reality of great evils of things that lead to war and war 
itself, brings up what theologians and philosophers call 
“the problem of evil.” Nicholas II thought God had 
chosen him to own Russia and all of its people.16 He 
wrote, “I conceive of Russia as a landed estate of 
which the proprietor is the tsar, the administrator is 
the nobility, and the workers the peasantry.” His 

                            
13 Matthew 5:38–39, 43–44. 
14 Rick Atkinson, The Guns at Last Light: The War in Western Europe, 1944-1945, The 
Liberation Trilogy, vol. 3 (Picador: New York, 2013). 
15 Simon Sebag Montefiore, The Romanovs: 1613–1918 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2016). 
16 In an electronic edition, search on the word “proprietor.” It will be found in “Scene 
4: Master of the Land.” 
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nobles were his overseers and everyone else servants 
he owned by divine right. In the battles of World War 
I, his decisions could cost Russia the deaths of 100,000 
men in a single battle.17 He and his family, not to 
mention his country, would pay a terrible price for the 
choices he made. 
 
(As a footnote, serfdom, that is slavery—Catherine the 
Great discovered, when she moved to Russia to marry 
the heir, that “there’s not a house there without iron 
collars, chains and instruments of torture for those 
who commit the least infraction.”18 Serfdom in Russia, 
slavery really, only began to be abolished in 1861. I 
wonder if there were ever a movement in the Russian 
Orthodox Church to free those held as serfs. I just 
don’t know.) 
 
New Testament scholar Ulrich Luz reflects on the 
challenge of evil with these words, with which I close 
this sermon; he writes, “I think that what is to be 
learned from this history is that real love is only 
possible when the Christian religion is in the service of 

                            
17 In an electronic edition, search on the number “100,000.” In “Scene 5: The 
Catastrophe,” the author cites three battles in which 100,000 men were killed. 
18 In an electronic edition, search on the words “iron collars.” It will be found in 
“Scene 4: The Golden Age.” 
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love but not when love is enlisted in the service of the 
Christian religion.”19 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of  
    the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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19 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2007), 293. 


