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God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost, One God!

O come, let us adore him.

Amen.

I remember the first time the sermon on the mount hit me with the 
full force Jesus intended. The priest of our parish had been teaching us 
that the most important books in the Bible are the Gospels – which was a
new concept for me. He was trying to help us understand that in the 
hierarchy of holy Scripture, Jesus’ words are greater than Paul’s words. 
We needed to learn that St. Paul takes his meaning from Jesus – not the 
other way around. 

Those of you who have grown up in traditional Christian circles 
might be saying to yourselves, well of course. You’ve known this all 
your lives! But for someone like me, with a similar background, it 
comes as quite a shock to realize that the Sermon on the Mount is 
harder, more demanding, and stricter even than the Law of Moses, the 
Law of the Old Testament. 

Jesus says very challenging things. For example:

Unless your righteousness exceeds the Pharisees, you can not enter 
heaven. If we know anything about the Pharisees, we know that they 
were absolutely committed to living righteously and blamelessly before 
God according to the Scriptures. For Jesus to say that we who follow 
him must be more righteous than the most righteous people in the world 
is a very weighty statement, in deed. 

Jesus follows that statement by giving several examples of what this 
greater righteousness looks like, so that we could know what he is 
talking about. 
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In our reading today, Jesus reminds us the Old Testament says Thou 
shalt do no murder. For most of us, that’s easy enough. Anybody here 
ever committed murder? Anyone?

Here’s the rub; Jesus adds to the commandment saying that anger or 
even critical speech which wounds another person is a sin like unto 
murder. Violence of any kind, even violence of words, is a sin of 
murder. 

The intent is clear, and Jesus will make it even more clear in the 
remainder of the Sermon on the Mount. God’s intent is not that we 
should obey the mere letter of the Law, but that we should lay hold of 
the spirit of the Law. According to Jesus, the sixth of the Ten 
commandments should so profoundly shape our hearts, our souls, that 
the hatred and violence which leads to murder becomes unthinkable in a 
Christian soul.

When we read the rest of the Sermon on the Mount we will hear this 
point repeated. Jesus said “You have heard that it was said, Thou shalt 
not commit adultery (The seventh Commandment). But I say to you that 
everyone who looks at another woman lustfully has already committed 
adultery in his heart.” And for Jesus, the lust of the heart is so serious 
that he advises the shocking remedy, “If your eyes lead you to sin, pluck
it out and throw it away.” 

He makes similar statements about Marriage and divorce, and  
swearing and breaking of oaths, before making a point that has become a
headline in the news this weekend. 

Jesus said, “you have heard that it was said, an eye for an eye and a 
tooth for a tooth. But I say to you, if anyone strikes you on the cheek, 
turn to him the other also.”

Our Savior finishes, “You have heard that it was said, You shall love 
your neighbor and hate your enemy. But I tell you, love your enemy and 
pray for those who persecute you.”
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In each of these succeeding points Jesus is driving home a key truth 
of the Gospel. God does not desire a mere outward obedience to a list of 
thou shalt nots. God desires people who are so attuned to his holy will 
and pleasure that they naturally shun every sin, and every source of sin, 
running instead toward the good, the true and the beautiful. 

To drive this point home, Jesus finishes this section of his sermon 
with the shocking statement, “You, therefore, must be perfect, as your
Father in heaven is perfect.”

On the one hand, this seems overwhelming. Nothing quite scares us 
like the call to perfection. Nothing paralyzes us quite as effectively as 
the command to radical holiness of living.

Here’s a little test to illustrate this point? How many of you heard 
these words of Jesus, “You must be perfect as your Father in heaven is 
perfect,” and immediately began to think of all the caveats explaining 
how Jesus doesn’t really mean “perfect”? 

Again on this one hand, because we find perfection so impossible, 
the call to perfection seems more about accusation and conviction of sin 
than about establishing an expectation of righteous living.  Many many 
many preachers have turned this section of the Sermon on the Mount 
into exactly that, a tool for condemning all those who have failed and 
will go on failing to be perfect.

On the other hand, this section of the Sermon on the Mount, and 
Jesus’ obvious command that we seek a higher, stronger perfection in 
obedience to the will of God – this is really a grace. Jesus is setting the 
vision for what were we always intended to be – perfect like our Father 
is perfect. He is also establishing the path which will lead us to that 
perfection. 
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We don’t need obedience to the old law so much as we need a radical
renovation of our hearts, a renovation that will reorient us to the will and
the love of our Father in heaven.

 How radical is this renovation of our hearts? The renovation is so 
radical that it can only be accomplished by death.

In our reading from Romans chapter six, we find one of the most 
powerful and inspiring passages in Scripture concerning Baptism. In a 
span of 23 verses, St. Paul teaches us a lifetime of truth about what God 
is accomplishing in us through the Sacrament of Baptism. 

Amidst all that wonderful theology is this relevant point, Paul says, “all 
of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 
death. We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, so 
that as Christ was raised from dead by the glory of the Father, we too 
might walk in newness of life.”

There it is. There is the grace. There is the inspiring beauty of the 
call to perfection. We have been called to die to the sin of the world, the 
flesh and the devil in order that we may rise to a new life,  “walking” 
with Christ in a new and higher life – a life of perfection.

Let’s take a quick aside to collect some food for thought. You will 
remember our recent discussions about the Prophet Enoch who was 
translated into heaven without dying. Here is what the Bible says about 
Enoch in Genesis chapter five, “Enoch walked with God and he was not,
for God took him.”

Do you hear that language – Enoch was translated into heaven without 
death because he walked with God. Now, in the death and rebirth of 
Baptism you and I are called and enabled to walk with God. That is 
thrilling! From days gone by we used to sing, “I will dance as David 
danced!” Thanks to Baptism, we can sing, “I will walk as Enoch 
walked!”
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Back to Romans, St. Paul continues, “We know that our former man was
crucified with him so that the sinful body might be destroyed, and we 
might no longer be enslaved to sin. For he who has died is freed from 
sin. But if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live 
with him… So you must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to 
God in Christ Jesus.”

Through Baptism we have died to our old life of anger, and slander, and 
cruel words that lead to murder; of lust, desire and wicked passions 
which lead to adultery; of betrayal, indifference and condemnation 
which lead to divorce; of every kind of lying, deceit, half-truths and 
omissions, and of prejudice, malice and bigotry. All these are dead to us 
and we are dead to these evil things. 

Having died to them, we are now free – free by the power of Christ 
Jesus and by the power of the Holy Ghost dwelling in our hearts, free by
the renovation of the inner man to live that new life, to walk with God.

Loving, edifying, encouraging, caring, providing, protecting, nurturing, 
building, healing, feeding, comforting, and praying for one another in 
the utter perfection of our Father in Heaven.

The Good news of the Gospel is you have died! And if you have died, 
you have been raised to a whole new life. The old sinful life you once 
had, it is gone forever. Jesus has provided you with a whole new life of 
living the perfection of God. 

This dying to sin and rising to holiness is the path of life, which God is 
showing us, wherein we will find fullness of joy and pleasures 
forevermore. 

Be ye perfect, as your Father in heaven is perfect.
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