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Trinity 12                          Heb 11:39 – 12:2 
Isaiah 5.1-7   Hebrews 11.29-12     Luke 12.49-56                                          
 
Hebrews 11:39f  “And all these, though well attested by their faith, did 
not receive what was promised, since God had foreseen something 
better for us, that apart from us they should not be made perfect” 
 
‘Apart from us they should not be made perfect.’ 
 
One of the toughest things we find on Jesus’ lips is on the same 
subject: 
 
Be perfect … as your heavenly Father is perfect 
 
I wonder if your instinctive reaction to that is he same as mine. 
 
Perfection.  Attainable in some bits of life, maybe, but not in many. 
 
So in the A levels results last week, it might be possible to imagine a 
perfect set of answers in maths.  And maybe in some of the sciences.  
Much less so I think in other subjects.  Presumably there is always 
more you can say about Henry VIII or about King Lear … therefore 
much harder to envisage even the theoretical possibility of an essay 
about either of them.    
 
You might be able to make a perfect Victoria Sponge, or offer a perfect 
rendition of Nessun Dorma, or play a perfect round of golf.   Yet in all 
these cases we’d probably insist that there will always be some way 
we could improve it, always some room for making it even better … 
therefore to put it negatively some way we fall short of utter 
perfection. 
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So on the whole for me … if I hear anyone … let alone the Lord Jesus 
Christ … expecting perfection from me my reaction is negative.  It is 
very unlikely to happen.   
 
The Church has always found this apparent demand of the Lord for 
perfection difficult to deal with.  So one way that was found to deal 
with it, perhaps especially in the medieval Church, was to divide 
people into two categories.  There was a minority, which was indeed 
called to perfection.  There were people who were indeed called, like 
the rich young man in the Gospels was, to sell all that he had and to 
give the proceeds to the poor and to follow Christ in poverty.  There 
were people who should forgo marriage and live in celibacy and be 
perfect in that way. 
 
And then there was everyone else, a second class of Christian, as it 
were, who were allowed to live out their faith at a much lower level, 
way short of perfection.   That if you like, was a way of making the 
teachings of Christ tolerable for ordinary imperfect human beings like 
you and me.  But it comes at the cost of putting much of the teaching 
of Jesus into a box marked ‘for experts only.’ 
 
But as so often the right way into a problem like this is by way of 
making we understand what the words mean. 
 
Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect. 
 
And all these, though well attested by their faith, did not receive what 
was promised, since God had foreseen something better for us, that 
apart from us they should not be made perfect 
 
And, also from our NT reading from Hebrews, the same word yet 
again:  
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Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 
witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so 
closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, 
looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, 
 
Here a look in the Greek dictionary, surprising as it may seem, puts us 
right … gets it all into perspective, and sets us on the road: 
 
TELEIOW:  to complete, to reach the end of, to attain the goal, to 
perfect, to develop fully, to finish, to bring to fulfilment … 
 

 Be complete, finished ... and in that way show the hand of God.  
Someone who is perfect is someone in whom God has finished 
and completed his work. 

 

 Run the race with perseverance … and in your running, where 
are you going to find encouragement, when the way is hard? 
When morale is low and much seems against you?     You find it 
in the one who has himself completed the race as the pioneer 
of our faith: who has already brought it all to perfection.  And 
with the knowledge that God who has begun his work in us will 
not leave off and go and find something more interesting to do: 
what God has started he will finish, he will perfect.    Philippians 
1: I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work 
among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. 

 
But there’s something more. 
 
Yes: this perfection can refer to individuals; you, me, anybody else 
brought at last to the fullness of the will of God.   
 
But when we think and talk about God’s love, God’s saving work, 
salvation itself, it seems to me that in our western individualistic 
culture we miss the deeper meaning. 
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And all these, though well attested by their faith, did not receive what 
was promised, since God had foreseen something better for us, that 
apart from us they should not be made perfect 
 
And all these are the great heroes of the Old Testament, men and 
women who in big ways and small ways heard God’ call and obeyed it, 
men and women who put themselves on the line:  From Abraham who 
was called to leave the security of home and all that was family to 
travel to a strange unspecified journey in pursuit of the promise of God 
of a new land and a new people … to Rahab who against every instinct 
of self-preservation harboured the spies within the walled city of 
Jericho.  Their faith was wonderful … we’re invited to celebrate it.   
 
But it wasn’t God’s purpose to bring them to completion without many 
others, including us.  Apart from us that should not be made perfect. 
 
God’s work is with the whole race, indeed with the whole of his 
creation.  It is not perfected, finished, completed; his purposes are not 
fulfilled, until ALL those within the scope of his love are brought to be 
all that he in his love wants them to be, all that he has destined them 
to be. 
 
Perfection requires the whole, it can only be seen in terms of the 
whole span and grasp of the love of God. 
 
Perfection, completion, isn’t about you or I achieving our individual 
goals, nor even about us being all that God wants us to be ... it cannot 
be separated from the whole vastness of God’s loving purposes.   
 
Our parish Church is dedicated to All Saints.  All the Saints.  Not a list, 
however long it might be, of especially holy men and women.  Not at 
all.  No: a reminder of that great company, which no one can number, 
which spans every age of the world, every race, every land ... and 
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which no doubt embraces a great deal else that you and I know 
nothing of. 
 
Which God is bringing to completion.   

 


