SERMON SERIES: WHAT WE BELIEVE
“The Heart Of Perfection”
Matthew 5:43-48

This morning we come to the end of our three-week sermon series entitled “What We Believe.”  We’ve been focusing on some of the distinctives of our Wesleyan theology as United Methodists.  Our first message dealt with the image of God in us, and how John Wesley understood us to have natural, political, and moral images.  These images were broken or lost due to original sin, but can be restored through faith in Jesus Christ.

Last week we looked at the different ways Wesley viewed God’s grace, how it works in our lives, and how we must cooperate with the grace we’re given.  We used terms like prevenient, convicting, justifying, and sanctifying grace.  This grace is bestowed upon us by our heavenly Father each day in order to avoid sin, to mature as Christians, and to love God and others more.
Let’s turn to our Scripture reading, Matthew 5:43-48.

Today we want to take a look at the Wesleyan concept of entire sanctification that comes through the sanctifying grace God gives us.  You may’ve heard the phrase “entire sanctification” before and wondered just what it means.  Why is entire sanctification important for our faith journeys?  Let’s begin with Matthew…

“You have heard the law that says, ‘Love your neighbor’ and hate your enemy.  But I say, love your enemies!  Pray for those who persecute you!   In that way, you will be acting as true children of your Father in heaven.  For he gives his sunlight to both the evil and the good, and he sends rain on the just and the unjust alike.  If you love only those who love you, what reward is there for that?  Even corrupt tax collectors do that much.  If you are kind only to your friends, how are you different from anyone else?  Even pagans do that.  But you are to be perfect, even as your Father in heaven is perfect.”

In the Sermon on the Mount, where this passage comes from, Jesus showed us God’s perspective by quoting the Old Testament law: ‘Love your neighbor’ and hate your enemy.  This was something pretty easily done for the first century Jew.  They had no problem hating those who were non-Jews.  The Jews were God’s “chosen people” after all; therefore they viewed all non-Jews as a step below them in the best of circumstances, and as completely inferior in the worst.


Yet Jesus did what I call “raising the bar” in this message.  It wasn’t enough to just love those who are like you, and hate or ignore everyone else.  It’s as if Jesus was saying, “The law tells you to love your own and hate everybody else, and you’ve got that down to an art form.  But if you want to follow me, you have to love everyone—especially the Gentiles!”  Jesus wasn’t doing away with the law of Moses.  Rather, he was taking things up a notch.

For example, lots of Jews could say “I’ve never committed adultery”—which was one of the laws-- just like lots of people today can say that.  But Jesus challenged them and raised the bar: “True, you haven’t been hopping from one bed to another.  But if you’re looking lustfully at another person it amounts to the same thing.”


Lots of Jews could say “I’ve never killed anyone,” just like we can.  But Jesus raised the bar: “No, you haven’t murdered anyone in cold blood.  But if you’re angry in your heart at another—if you judge and condemn him or her in your heart—you might as well stick a knife in them.”

Our Scripture says that in order to act like our heavenly Father, we are to imitate him in what he does.  In verse 48 Jesus said specifically “But you are to be perfect, even as your Father in heaven is perfect.”

Ugh.  Be perfect?  That’s not possible, is it?  Nobody is perfect except God alone, so how can we be perfect?

Let’s understand something very important.  Jesus was not saying that we have to be absolutely, completely, perfectly flawless.  He was not saying we have to be without defect or mistake.  When we hear the word “perfect,” we think of something that is beyond improvement, something without any shortcomings, something that is accurate in every detail.  In 1997, the U.S. Treasury Department planned to put into circulation a newly designed fifty-dollar bill with special features to thwart counterfeiters.  After printing an estimated thirty million copies of the new bill, it was discovered that the bills had a flaw.  There were tiny breaks in some of the lines around the picture of Ulysses S. Grant.

The Treasury Department could not release the new bills because the first year a bill goes into circulation, it is vital that it has no flaws.  Persons unfamiliar with the bills may assume they are defective, and therefore counterfeit.  They couldn’t use the bills because they were not perfect.

That’s an example of what Jesus is NOT talking about.  The Greek word here that we translate to mean “perfect” is telios, which means “to be whole; to be complete in character or love.”  Jesus wasn’t telling us to be flawless and without error or defect.  He’s saying we are to be whole and complete in our love like the Father is.
John Wesley’s phrase for those who want to “be perfect” is entire sanctification.  Entire sanctification is the pursuit of being made perfect—complete, whole—in love.  It’s about coming to the point where we love God fully, completely--without reservation--in full submission and obedience.  It’s about loving others with the same passion, intentionality and commitment as we love God.
When we experience entire sanctification, we are purified of our sinful nature and our self-will.  Our character and will become fully obedient to God, and we seek the imitation of Christ with all we are.  This is more than just “getting saved.”  We use that terminology to refer to justifying grace, or that moment when God’s grace cleanses us of our sin and restores our relationship with him.  Entire sanctification is about maturing in our faith and love.  It is about moving forward to love more and sin less.

In 1994, Johnny Cash released an album entitled “American Recordings.”  On the cover Johnny stands with his guitar in front of him, and sitting on either side of him are two dogs.  One dog is black with a white stripe, the other is white with a black stripe.  In an interview with Rolling Stone magazine, Cash explained what the dogs meant.

He said, “Their names are Sin and Redemption.  Sin is the black one with a white stripe.  Redemption is the white one with the black stripe.  That’s kind of the theme of that album, and for me too.  When I was really bad, I was not all bad.  When I was trying to be good, I could never be all good.  There would be that black streak going through [me].”


In essence, entire sanctification is about being the white dog with the black stripe, and maturing daily so that the black stripe decreases in size.  We begin our journey looking like the black dog: there’s a bit of good still in us, but we’re blackened by our sins.  When we accept Jesus and his justifying grace, the black begins to diminish and the white begins to increase.  At least, that’s how Wesley said it’s supposed to be.

Sometimes we think accepting Jesus is all there is to it.  Do that, say a quick prayer--and PRESTO!—we’re done.  But not according to Wesley.  He said we’re just beginning our journey to know and love God more.  We’re on the path toward being made perfect in love.  It should be our goal to become more holy and righteous each day—letting the black stripe of sin become smaller and smaller as we let the goodness and grace of God grow in us.

Author Gordon MacDonald tells of his personal experience of clearing the land on an abandoned farm he and his wife purchased.  The farm had fallen into disrepair and the ground was a nasty mess of rocks and weeds.  MacDonald says, “The first phase of the clearing process was easy.  The big boulders went fast.  And when they were gone, we began to see that there were a lot of smaller rocks that had to go, too.  But when we cleared the site of the boulders and rocks, we noticed all of the smaller stones and pebbles we had not seen before.  Removing them was much harder, tedious work.”

Many times we as Christians surrender the “boulders” of sin in our lives when we come to Christ for the first time.  And from time to time after that we may make a recommitment by surrendering a rock or two.  But we often fail to eliminate the little sins that clutter the landscape of our hearts and lives.  To become entirely sanctified is to clear the land of all sin, and to live in such a way that we sin less and less.

When we’re entirely sanctified, it doesn’t mean that we suddenly become just like God in every way.  Our goal is not to be God, but to become like him in his love, mercy, forgiveness, compassion and mercy.  While we’re still part of this earthly plane of human life, there are some things that entire sanctification does not change.

Just because we’re entirely sanctified does not gift us with perfect knowledge.  No matter how much like Jesus we become, we still don’t know it all!
Wesley said that entire sanctification does not free us from errors and mistakes.  We will still be prone to judge others, to misinterpret the Scriptures, to flub things from time to time.

Neither are we set free from what Wesley termed “infirmities.”  This would be things like physical illness and pain; mental confusion or uncertainty; emotional struggles.  Time and the ravages of age and experience will still take their toll on us.

We are not free from temptation, nor are we free from the obligation and responsibility of additional growth.  Entire sanctification does not make us “sin-proof.”  It helps us become aware of sin much quicker and easier, and we can more quickly choose to turn away from it.  There is no “sinless perfection” except for God himself!  We can always backslide.  Paul said as much in 1st Corinthians 10:12-13: If you think you are standing strong, be careful not to fall.  The temptations in your life are no different from what others experience.

It was Wesley’s belief that entire sanctification could be lost if we do not cooperate with God’s grace and choose to move forward in our spiritual growth.  It’s something that we must diligently strive after and work to keep and improve.  Wesley said, “I am convinced that there is no state of grace from which we cannot fall.”
Entire sanctification is the heart of United Methodist beliefs—that God gives us enough grace so that we never cease to deepen our love for him and for those around us.  You and I can be entirely sanctified if we want it and seek after it.  It’s what God desires of us, and what we should long for as United Methodists: to sin so infrequently and to love so extravagantly that we attain the full measure of Christlikeness.

I’d like to close by reading our Scripture lesson again, this time from The Message translation: “You're familiar with the old written law, 'Love your friend,' and its unwritten companion, 'Hate your enemy.'  I'm challenging that.  I'm telling you to love your enemies.  Let them bring out the best in you, not the worst.  When someone gives you a hard time, respond with the energies of prayer, for then you are working out of your true selves, your God-created selves.  This is what God does.  He gives his best—the sun to warm and the rain to nourish—to everyone, regardless: the good and bad, the nice and nasty.  If all you do is love the lovable, do you expect a bonus?  Anybody can do that.  If you simply say hello to those who greet you, do you expect a medal?  Any run-of-the-mill sinner does that.  In a word, what I'm saying is, Grow up.  You're kingdom subjects.  Now live like it.  Live out your God-created identity. Live generously and graciously toward others, the way God lives toward you.”

May you experience even more of God’s grace so that you may pursue entire sanctification with all your heart; and may you be made perfect in love in this lifetime, to the glory and praise of Almighty God.  Amen.
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