
February 19, 2017 – Epiphany 7 

Leviticus 19: 1-2, 9-18 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Leviticus+19%3A+1-2%2C+9-

18&version=NRSV 

  

1Corinthians 3:10-11, 16-23 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1Corinthians+3%3A10-11%2C+16-

23&version=NRSV 

 

Matthew 5:38-48 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5%3A38-48&version=NRSV 

Over the past few weeks we’ve been thinking more about community and Jesus in the 

world. In the first week of epiphany we looked at Jesus’ identity, as well as our own. We looked 

at the call of the first disciples, and the invitation to “come and see.” What are looking for in 

following Jesus, in coming to church, in being part of the church? What does discipleship look 

like? This theme will be very prominent in the coming weeks as we begin Lent.  

We then turned our attention to the beatitudes and looked at Matthew’s idea of the 

kingdom of heaven here on earth. This included looking at the importance of rules in last week’s 

texts, and how they help the community in the course of daily life, providing structure and 

guidelines of how to live with God and with each other. And, in a sense, this is the theme for 

today as well – but with a more prominent Christian flavour. Today we’ll look at what it means 

to be a Christian community. 

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your 

field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather 

the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien: I am the Lord 

your God.  

Basically God is telling the Israelites don’t take every single thing you can and keep it for 

yourself; be mindful of the poor and the foreigners – those less fortunate – and leave some of the 

harvest for them. I don’t know how this message would have been received by the people back 

then. Presumably there was much more of a dependence on the land and what you were able to 

harvest each year, keeping some grain for next year’s crops. There wasn’t the same feasibility we 

have today in just going to the grocery store and buying some food when we run out. So I would 

think that a command like this one was counter-intuitive to the people then, as it is for us today. 

Why would God say “don’t reap to the very edges of the field?” We have GPS and lots of 

technological advancements to maximize and optimize our harvests, to squeeze every last drop 

out of something…why would we leave a portion behind for someone else who didn’t do any of 

the work?  

Well, because God tells us to: “you shall leave them for the poor and the alien: I am the Lord 

your God.” 

These rules might seem so outdated at first, when we think of them as being for the 

ancient Israelites, but these guidelines would be so helpful if they were practiced today. Imagine 
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if politicians did not render unjust judgments; or were not partial to the poor and deferred to the 

rich who financed their campaigns and interests. Imagine justice, where others weren’t exploited 

or defrauded but there was a shared love for everyone, loving your neighbour as yourself. It 

sounds like a utopia, not reality, but if we’re meant to participate in the kingdom of heaven here 

and now isn’t this what we should be doing?  

The fact that these ideas seem so counter-cultural, or that they go against mainstream 

society is precisely the point. Society tends to place an emphasis on the individual, whereas we 

place an emphasis on the community. Our philosophies therefore won’t always match up with 

the wider world. For some that’s a problem; some people cannot accept a Christian worldview 

that doesn’t match up with their own. It’s not always easy to identify this kind of thinking in our 

culture today but it is present. But questions like, why should we send money to other countries, 

or support refugees, demonstrate that there is a less concern for one’s neighbour than for one’s 

self (or perhaps less awareness). And although the kinds of questions might be different today 

than 2000 years ago, the point remains – our Christian philosophy is not the philosophy of the 

secular world. Paul writes in the opening chapter of his first letter to the community in Corinth, 

“the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 

saved it is the power of God.”  

Can you imagine the scandal of proclaiming that your God was crucified, killed in the 

most shameful, painful way possible? It seems foolish, contradictory, but this is what we 

proclaim.  

In our reading Paul writes, “Do not deceive yourselves. If you think that you are wise in 

this age, you should become fools so that you may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is 

foolishness with God. For it is written, ‘He catches the wise in their craftiness,’ and again, ‘The 

Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile.’” 

The world’s wisdom is nothing to be admired in comparison to the wisdom of God. But 

in order to fully appreciate what heavenly wisdom looks like, we cannot think of things or see 

them as the rest of the world does. So when the world says an eye for an eye, heavenly wisdom 

says, “Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.” 

As people who inhabit both the spiritual and physical worlds, part of us struggles with 

what Jesus says. “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” How does anyone 

do that? We don’t have a problem with loving those who love us, but that’s not saying much. 

Even the tax collectors do the same. If we were only to speak to the people we wanted to, and 

avoided the strangers, the enemies, the poor, what more are we doing than others? Do not even 

non-believers do the same thing? But how can we love our enemies?  

Well to be blunt about it – we can’t, at least not in our own strength. To love our enemies 

is something that we can only do with God’s help. I would argue that there’s no other way for 

someone pray for those who are persecute them, unless their faith is in God.  

And we need to keep in mind that what Jesus told the crowds, and consequently tells us, 

is not something that He wasn’t willing to do Himself. He prayed for those who persecuted Him. 

When the Romans were crucifying Him, Jesus prayed “Father forgive them, for they know not 

what they do.” 



This is a radical demonstration of love for one’s enemy, a philosophy and worldview that 

doesn’t make sense with earthly wisdom, but that is what makes it distinctively Christian. I’m 

sure you’ve heard the saying, “and they’ll know we are Christians by our love.” 

This is what everything comes down to, in the last Sunday of Epiphany – love. Love is at 

the heart of why Jesus came into the world (For God so loved the world…), love is why we are 

called to be in community, love is what we are called to practice with God and with each other. 

Radical love, love that doesn’t make sense to our culture, to humankind philosophy.  

God never asks us to do something we cannot do, but we need to realize that we cannot 

do what God calls us to do strictly by our strength alone. We are created to be in community with 

each other, and in order to bring the values of the kingdom of heaven around us, we need to rely 

on God. 

Before I finish I want to look at one more idea. The last verse in our gospel reading says, 

“Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” You might think this is impossible. 

The very fact that we’re human and sinful means that we will never be perfect. The word we 

translate “perfect” is actually the Greek word telos and implies less a moral perfection than it 

does reaching one’s intended outcome1 or brought to its end, and finished. The telos of an apple 

tree is to yield apples. Which means that we might translate this passage more loosely to mean, 

“Be the person that God created you to be; be the community God created you to be, just as God 

is the One God is supposed to be.”2 

God has plans for you and a purpose for all of us. God intends to use you to achieve 

something.3 Jesus calls this new world the kingdom of God – where violence doesn’t always 

breed more violence and hate doesn’t always kindle more hate.4 And we are called to practice 

love that makes this kingdom known.  

Martin Luther King, Jr. captured the sense of Jesus’ kingdom well when he stated, 

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness: only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate: only 

love can do that.”5 

When we practice radical love, when we “live like we really believe Jesus is actually 

bringing in God’s kingdom, then we realize that we get to practice living like Jesus’ disciples 

and citizens of this new kingdom in the meantime.This doesn’t mean that we will not make 

mistakes, or that sin will disappear, but it demonstrates that love is stronger than fear and hate.  

In our first reading we are told “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.” 1 

Corinthians says, “For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.” 

We are holy with God in us, and we are able to do holy things when God is with us. 

When we love our neighbour, that is holy work. When we care for those less fortunate, this is 

holy work. When we love God, when we love our enemies, when we pray for those against us, 

this too is holy work.  

                                                           
1 http://www.davidlose.net/2017/02/epiphany-7-a-telos/ 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid. 



To be holy in this sense means to do as God would have us do. To be perfect as 

individual Christians, and to be perfect as a faith community as a church, we are called to reach 

our intended outcome.   

We are called to love, to be Christ in the world today. We are not called to save the 

world, that is God’s work, but we make God known through our actions, through our words, 

through our love. In closing I’ll end with a quotation from Mother Teresa. “Not all of us can do 

great things. But we can do small things with great love.” 


