
THE RAIN FALLS… THE SUN SHINES…

Leviticus 19: 11-18; Psalm 119 (Part Six, VU 841); Matthew 5: 43-48.
 

In this season of Pentecost, the season of the Holy Spirit, one of the things we 
do is reflect upon what the Spirit of God seeks to do within us, and through us. 
 

The text we read from Matthew this morning is enormously challenging about 
what it means to be a follower of Jesus.  
 

But it seems to go right over the top, doesn’t it? “Love your enemies!?” “Be 
perfect!?”  O come now, Jesus! 
 

A text like this can make us wonder whether Jesus was hopelessly idealistic, 
just a dreamer, totally impractical.  How can we take this seriously?
 

Isn’t it rather a lot to expect from poor, weak creatures like us, to love our 
enemies, and to be ‘perfect’?  
 

This English word ‘perfect’ usually means morally flawless, absolutely good and 
correct in every way, beyond the possibility of improvement. That’s what we 
mean by a ‘perfect’ person.  But of course, no such person exists. We’re not so 
sure if we would even like such a person.
 

Who is ever going to live a morally flawless life, (if that’s what he means by 
‘perfect’)? Just surviving in this world is a struggle for most of us. 
 

After all, we have to compete to feed and clothe ourselves, and we are hard 
wired for comfort, pleasure and fun.  Given our human nature, how could 
anybody be morally flawless in a world like this?  
 

Telling us to be perfect is rather like telling a six year old child to do calculus and
trigonometry, when she hasn’t even learned the two times table. 
 

If we reflect upon our lives we’ll surely realize that in thought, word and deed, 
we all far short. We do things, we say things, we have thoughts and attitudes – 
that are less than wonderful.
 

Even if we don’t do that many outrightly evil things, what about those good 
things that we fail to do?  Sins not of commission, but of omission? For example,
how much more  could we do for the poor, if we really wanted to? 
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So, it appears that I’m arguing with Jesus here. I would be very loathe to argue 
with Jesus.  But maybe we need to investigate the text more carefully. 
 

We might actually question the translation of the word as ‘perfect’. In the original
Greek text it says ‘teleios’ – which has to do with achieving a ‘telos’ or a goal.  
The text might have been better translated:  like “Achieve a high goal. Set a high
goal for yourself, and go for it!”
 

He might have been challenging us never to be self-satisfied, never to think that 
we’ve ‘arrived’, with no room for spiritual or moral growth. 
 

He’s certainly challenging his followers to move beyond mere conventional 
respectability – or, as he said in another text: “exceed the righteousness of the 
scribes and pharisees,” the strict keepers of the letter of the law. 
 

Something else to keep in mind is that, while the text of Matthew was written in 
Greek, Jesus himself spoke in Aramaic, an ancient dialect of Hebrew.
 

So Jesus didn’t utter the English word ‘perfect’, nor did he say it in Greek.
 

I asked my Hebrew consultant about what the word would be in Hebrew.  It 
seems that there’s no one Hebrew word that precisely translates as ‘perfection’. 
The closest Hebrew word here would be ‘shalom’.  
 

Most of us have heard this word ‘shalom’ – It’s usually translated ‘peace’. So 
instead of ‘perfect’ here, the text could be translated:  “Live in peace,” or “be 
peaceful.” Which would fit well with the opening words of the text about loving 
enemies.
 

But apparently ‘shalom’ is a very rich word which carries a number of possible 
meanings.  ‘Shalom’ can also mean ‘completeness’.
 

If Jesus was saying: “Be complete, as your Father in heaven is complete,” 
perhaps he means:  Complete your humanity.  Fulfill your potential as a human 
being. Be the ‘image of God’ that you were created to be.  
 

I might say, a lot of theological ink has been spilled on this English word 
‘perfect’.  Our great Methodist founder John Wesley took it very seriously, and 
insisted that we should aim at being truly ‘perfect’. 
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To be perfect, according to Wesley, was to be ‘entirely sanctified’ by the Holy 
Spirit, to be so full of love and goodness that we are, literally, perfect, in thought,
word and deed. For Wesley it meant entirely sinless. 
 

He didn’t claim to be perfect himself, but he believed he knew a few good 
Methodists who were perfect.
 

Now Wesley was a great man, a powerful evangelist, opponent of slavery and 
advocate for the poor. But most Christians have never accepted his teaching on 
Christian perfection. 
 

There are other biblical texts that make it clear that we all stand, throughout our 
lives, in constant need of forgiveness and grace. 
 

So we shouldn’t beat ourselves up about not being perfect. We can ask 
forgiveness, forgive ourselves, and try again.
 

Much better, I think, to take this text as a challenge never to be satisfied, always 
to aim at a high goal, and to continually grow toward the completeness of our 
humanity.
 

Now, it’s interesting that this challenge to “be complete,” or to live in shalom, 
comes at the end of a text which begins with ‘love your enemies.’
 

Loving our enemies might be taken here as an example of a high spiritual or 
moral goal.  
 

Jesus says:  If you love those who love you, so what?  Everybody does that. 
Even those wicked tax collectors love the people who love them. Jesus is 
challenging his followers to go further than that. 
 

Notice that in the text we read today from Leviticus, the ancient Hebrews are 
commanded not to hate anyone of their own kin. Jesus goes further than that.  
He repeats the command from Leviticus to “love your neighbour as yourself,” but
not just your own kin.  He adds:  “Love your enemies.” 
 

So, in this text, if we listen carefully, we hear Jesus saying:  Complete your 
humanity by loving, serving and caring for, even those who hate you. And so live
in peace.
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That means: Caring about even those who seek to harm us; “turning the other 
cheek,” as he says in the same chapter. That’s a pretty high standard. A pretty 
high goal.
 

I recall hearing about this in Sunday School a long long time ago. Our Sunday 
School teacher, a lovely old lady, said that, if someone hits us, we should not hit 
back, but ‘turn the other cheek’. 
 

I was doubtful whether this was a good strategy for the school yard, so I asked 
my grandfather what he thought about it. 
 

He was a Salvationist, who played the tuba in the Salvation Army band. A man 
of considerable piety, but also a down-to-earth practical guy.
 

When I asked him about turning the other cheek, Grandpa said:  “If someone 
hits me, I show him the other cheek.  If he hits me again, I plow him in the 
kisser.”
 

This gave me the giggles.  
 

But really,  why should we love those who hate us? Why should we strive to live 
at such a high level of selflessness? It doesn’t seem natural. 
 

Well, Jesus answers: “in order that you may be children of your Father in 
heaven.”  In other words: God loves and forgives us more than we deserve.  We
are to love others in that same way. We are to love generously, indiscriminately, 
as God does. That’s his answer.
 

If we want to be forgiven, we have to be willing to forgive. According to this text, 
in God’s eyes, there’s not such a big difference between the so-called good 
people and the so-called bad people.  The Creator loves us all alike. 
 

It’s rather scandalous, really, that God loves sinners, even the worst of us. The 
text seems to relativize the difference between the good people and the evil 
people, the just and the unjust. The rain and the sun fall upon both. In God’s 
eyes, things aren’t really that black and white. 
 

But now we have to ask: What does it really mean, in practical terms, to love our
enemies? And what does it not mean?
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First, it does not mean that we have to like everybody.  It doesn’t mean we have 
to be ‘fond’ of people who harm us. Loving here cannot mean ‘fondness’.
 

Nor does it mean letting people “get away with murder.” We still have to stand 
up to bullies, whether in defense of others, or self-defense. 
 

Notice that Jesus commandment to “Love your neighbour as yourself” originally 
comes from Leviticus.
 

But Leviticus seems to limit this to kin. Jesus, as we know from the parable of 
the Good Samaritan, means everybody and anybody. 
   

Love for your neighbour as yourself also assumes that you love yourself. You 
respect your own humanity. 
 

You are made in God’s image. You have dignity. So you rightly love yourself, 
look after yourself, and rightly defend yourself.
 

Perpetrators of evil still have to be resisted and stopped, for the sake of their 
victims but even for their own sakes. And sometimes it takes confrontation,  (in 
extreme circumstances, even violence) to achieve that.
 

We don’t really love the bully by letting him get away with it. That would just 
encourage him or her, in destructive behaviour.  
 

Even in Leviticus we hear that we must “reprove our neighbour” when they do 
wrong. Sometimes we have to point out to someone that his or her behaviour is 
unacceptable, whether in defense of ourselves or others. 
 

But “loving our enemies” does mean: we don’t seek revenge for its own sake. 
Just ‘getting even’ is not on. 
 

Sometimes it does mean ‘turning the other cheek’ - non-retaliation. We don’t just
do tit for tat. It’s not just eye for an eye a tooth for a tooth. Sometimes we just let 
it go. We don’t get dragged down to back and forth bickering and paying back.   
 

Many centuries before Jesus, we already heard from Leviticus: “You shall not 
take vengeance or bear a grudge.”   
 

To hold a grudge, to go on and on being angry and bitter, just hurts us, more 
than the person we’re angry with. We don’t want to be angry, bitter people.
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I know that’s more easily said than done, especially if we’ve been deeply or 
seriously hurt, or if someone has hurt one of our loved ones.  
 

For example, if someone deliberately harmed your child, wow! - that’s no easy 
thing to forgive. Actually forgiving such a thing would not come easily as an act 
of will. It might take a long time to achieve it. 
 

Just because someone says we should do it, doesn’t mean we can do it. We 
couldn’t possibly do it without much prayer and God’s grace.   
 

But people we consider enemies still have to be treated with respect and dignity;
they’re still human, and they’re still God’s children. In that sense we are called to
love them.  
 

Now, there’s another whole line of thought in this text which seems relevant to 
some of the things we’re experiencing this summer. 
 

I refer to what Jesus says in these interesting words in this same text, Matthew 
5:  “God makes the sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 
just and on the unjust.”  
 

In the context of this passage, he’s talking about God’s loving forgiveness 
toward both the just and the unjust.  
 

But Jesus is talking about a reality that we all know about. We know from 
experience that good people don’t get rewarded for being good.  
 

I mean, however ‘good’ you are, you can still get sick and die young; you can 
still develop some horrible chronic disease, physical or mental. A tornado or a 
flood can befall you, whether you’re a so-called ‘good’ person, or a so-called 
‘bad’ person. 
 

The covid virus can get hold of you, regardless of your moral character. The 
virus doesn’t care. This is true. We observe these realities all the time.
 

At the same time, wicked people, selfish, grasping people, often prosper; they 
might be filthy rich and live to be 100! Sometimes we bemoan the fact that 
“there is no justice in this world.” “Life is not fair.”
 

Jesus seems to be recognizing these facts when he says “the sun shines on the
evil and on the good, and rain falls on the just and on the unjust.” 
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But perhaps it has to be that way. Moral goodness has to be its own reward; if 
we got paid off for good deeds, those deeds would no longer be good.  Right?  
 

We would all be rushing to do good deeds, not out of love or compassion, but 
just to get paid a prize.  Such a system would destroy us as moral beings. It 
would turn us into abject lackeys.  
 

We might get the impression from this text, and many others in the Bible, that 
God is the “man upstairs,” pulling all the strings, controlling the weather, 
deciding who gets sunshine and who gets rain, who wins, who loses, who lives 
and who dies.  
 

Jesus throws doubt on all this.  In fact, this text tells us the opposite. There’s a 
sort of randomness about good and bad fortune. He knows that people don’t 
necessarily get what they deserve. 
 

Sometimes that’s called ‘karma’ – the idea that people get what they deserve.  
But karma doesn’t always work. Neither the good people nor the bad people 
always get what they deserve.   
 

Notice that in this text the sun and the rain are regarded as blessings.  And 
indeed, they are. Of course, without the sun, without the rain, none of us could 
survive. 
 

But rain is not always a blessing. Sometimes the weather forecasters speak of a
“risk of rainfall.” If we want to have a nice picnic, or enjoy a day at the beach, 
rainfall seems like bad luck.  
 

Or, more seriously, if the rain is flooding out your crops, or flooding the subway 
system, we want it to stop….. please!  
 

Or even more seriously, if you’re trying to rescue people or recover bodies after 
an apartment building has collapsed, you don’t want a rainstorm.  Please, no 
rain storm just now, thank you very much. 
 

But the weather doesn’t care.  The weather is going to do what it’s going to do, 
without regard for what we little humans are trying to accomplish. In other 
words, the laws of nature hold.  
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rain storm just now, thank you very much. 
 

But the weather doesn’t care.  The weather is going to do what it’s going to do, 
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The natural world of God’s creation operates with a certain autonomy. God is not
micro-managing the weather. God didn’t decide to send that rain, just to frustrate
the people’s efforts. But God didn’t prevent it either. 
 

No, we can no longer think of God in that way.  As Jesus says, “The rain falls on 
the just and on the unjust,” whether they want it or not.  
 

Similarly, the sun shines “on the evil and on the good.”  We usually think of 
sunshine as a wonderful blessing – nothing like a lovely sunny day!  But we can 
get too much of a good thing.  
 

If the sun keeps beaming down from a cloudless sky week after week, and the 
land and forests become drier and drier, and the temperatures rise to over 40 
degrees, with no rain fall, we’ll get drought and forest fires, and yes, your whole 
town might just be consumed with fire.  Witness Lytton, B.C. this past month. 
 

Yes, the sun shines on the evil and on the good. The sun is God’s wonderful, 
marvellous creation, one of billions of stars and suns, reflecting the vast and 
immense power of the Creator. 
 

And the Earth is even more wonderful because it’s exactly the right distance 
from the sun for magnificent, lush vegetation to proliferate, and marvellous 
intelligent creatures, to flourish, all over this gorgeous planet.  
 

Because of the sun shining just the right amount on this planet, we wonderful, 
intelligent, spiritual creatures, have evolved here, and our amazing civilizations 
and cultures have grown and developed here. We praise and thank God for the 
sun.
 

But please, not too much sun.  
 

If we get too much sun, and not enough rain, it’s not because the “man upstairs” 
has decided to punish us, or decided for some reason that these crops will 
wither in the heat, or this town will be burned to the ground.  
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town might just be consumed with fire.  Witness Lytton, B.C. this past month. 
 

Yes, the sun shines on the evil and on the good. The sun is God’s wonderful, 
marvellous creation, one of billions of stars and suns, reflecting the vast and 
immense power of the Creator. 
 

And the Earth is even more wonderful because it’s exactly the right distance 
from the sun for magnificent, lush vegetation to proliferate, and marvellous 
intelligent creatures, to flourish, all over this gorgeous planet.  
 

Because of the sun shining just the right amount on this planet, we wonderful, 
intelligent, spiritual creatures, have evolved here, and our amazing civilizations 
and cultures have grown and developed here. We praise and thank God for the 
sun.
 

But please, not too much sun.  
 

If we get too much sun, and not enough rain, it’s not because the “man upstairs” 
has decided to punish us, or decided for some reason that these crops will 
wither in the heat, or this town will be burned to the ground.  
 

No. As modern people of science, we can even explain why we get too much 
sun here, and too much rain there.  It’s called ‘meteorology’, or more recently we
call it ‘climate science’.  
 



And, as I’m sure you’re all aware by now, climate science is telling us that the 
extremes of weather we’re seeing in many parts of the world are in large part 
due, not to God’s whim, or God’s anger, but to our human foolishness. 
 

The book of Genesis tells us that, like the laws of nature, we humans also have 
autonomy; we have freedom of choice. God does not control or manipulate us. 
Not only that, we have ‘dominion’ on this earth. We humans are enormously 
powerful.
 

We’ve learned that the Creator isn’t going to overrule our autonomy or dominion,
or set aside the laws of the universe to accommodate our choices. After all, the 
scientists have been telling us for about thirty years now, that we’ll be in trouble 
if we don’t cut back our carbon emissions.
 

But we didn’t want to hear it. We refused to believe it. Especially the people who
profit so much from the burning of coal, oil and natural gas.  
 

Nowadays, everybody, (unless you’re an American Republican) – almost 
everybody  accepts the fact of climate change. We have no choice. It’s staring 
us in the face.  
 

Now it’s no longer global warming. It’s global scorching. With temperatures up in
the 40’s C  in parts of Canada, higher still in Siberia and parts of Europe, 
sometimes is the 50’s in India!  
 

We hear that in some places the sidewalks and roads are buckling from the 
heat. Fruit is cooking while still on the trees. And people without air conditioning 
are dying from the sheer heat in their little apartments.
 

Because the sun will continue to shine upon the evil and on the good, and the 
rain to fall on the just and on the unjust. Though tragically, it’s the poor people of
the earth who will suffer first, and suffer most. Perhaps these are the neighbours
we should love the most.  
 

We could consider who our enemies are in this matter. Perhaps it’s mainly 
wealthy and powerful people who have lied about the causes of climate change,
who have deliberately deceived the public, and used their influence to fight all 
efforts to deal with the problem. 
 

Surely these are enemies of humanity who need to be resisted.     
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But perhaps to some degree we’re all our own worst enemies?
 

I read of a poll awhile back, taken among the general public about whether 
people wanted strong government action against climate change. People were 
asked a question something like: Do you want strong government action on 
climate change?  A majority answered, Yes!
 

But then they were asked:  Are you willing to pay more for gasoline?  Are you 
willing to accept regulations or even rationing to stop climate change?  Here, the
answers were mostly, No.
 

Would we support a political party that put serious discipline into combating 
climate change?  Apparently not. We want change, but we don’t want to pay the 
price.  
 

And so, the sun will continue to shine “on the evil and on the good,” and the rain 
to fall “on the just and the unjust.”  
 

We end where we began: What is the Spirit seeking to do within us, and through
us, in today’s world?  
 

Jesus challenges us to complete our humanity by living in peace and love, to 
love even our enemies, and – (please forgive the cliché) – where the climate is 
concerned:  “Let’s be part of the solution, and not part of the problem.” 
 

We can do no better than to close with the words of this morning’s Psalm:   
 

“You are righteous, O God, and your judgements are just……  Your righteous 
decrees are eternal; give me understanding, that I may live….”
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