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Discussion Guide
The Gift of Imperfection

perfectionism and
perfection.

•

Connecting:
45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

•
•

•

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Would you say that being a perfectionist is a good or
bad thing? Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•

Jesus’

invitation to model

Read Luke 2.40-52 aloud. Try to put yourself in the
scene as an observer. Pay attention to what you see
and feel. Pause. Read the text once more, seeking to
be an observer once more. See if anything stands out
to you. Read the text once more, this time, seeking to
put yourself in the role of Mary or Joseph. What do
you feel or see?
Take some time and discuss, as a group, what you saw,
felt, or noticed in the text.
In this passage, Luke displays the tension between
Jesus’ dual nature of human and divine. Where, in
the text, do these natures come to the surface and
what tensions do they create? Seek to find as many
as possible.
One tension which surfaces is that Jesus obeyed his
parents perfectly, but he neglected to inform his
parents of his plans, he made a mistake. Ponder for a
moment Matthew 5.48 and Jesus’ call to perfection.
What might this tension in Jesus’ life say about the
nature of Jesus’ call in Matthew 5?
Do you think that people see a difference between sin
and mistakes, that it is possible to be perfect and still
make a mistake? Could you elaborate?
The difference between sin and mistakes has been
described as the difference between moral perfection

•

Using

the notes, discuss the difference between

and practical perfectionism. How do you understand
the two to be different?

•

As we see in the life of Jesus, as humans, we make
mistakes, but to make a mistake is not to sin. Jesus’
call to moral perfection is not a command to be a
perfectionist.

Do you find this easy or difficult to

hear and act up upon? Could you elaborate?

•

In what ways, if any, might our mistakes provide us
with opportunities to model the perfect character of

•

God? What might this look like in practical terms?
What might it take to approach mistakes as
opportunities to show God’s character rather than
viewing them through the lens of shame? How might
this group be involved in moving toward approaching
mistakes in this manner?

Context and Background
Perfectionism

The modern concept of perfectionism involves the drive to
set and meet high standards such as absolute excellence
and utter reliability. Perfectionism is part of almost every
arena in the modern world, appearing in the workplace,
school, and athletics. The typical person understands
perfectionism to be a trait to be admired, as people who bear
this trait are often organized, high performers who are
highly dependable. However, psychologists often classify
perfectionism as a form of neurosis because it often leads
to depression, aggression, eating disorders, and hypercriticism of oneself and others. At issue is the underlying
pretense of perfectionism: no mistakes are allowed. While
it is normal and admirable to set high goals and to attempt
to perform with excellence, perfectionism maintains that
missing these goals in any way is unacceptable. One is
not allowed to forget, to have an off day, to be unable in
any way to meet the high standards which have been set.
Actually, perfectionism is a trait in which shame hides its
presence, but it is the engine which drives a perfectionistic
spirit. Shame whispers to the perfectionist that if she does
not meet the stated goals, she is not enough or has not done
enough. This is shame.
In Scripture, Jesus instructs his followers that they are to
pursue perfection (Matthew 5.48), a perfection which is
present in the Father. With this statement, Jesus reminds his
disciples of their true calling, to be the icons of the Divine,
reflecting his true character to the world (Genesis 1.2628). The pressing question for the 21st-century reader is
“What is the perfection which is found in God?” At this
point, if we are not careful in reading the text, our modern
understanding of perfectionism can be brought to bear, that
of making no mistakes. The reasoning therefore commences

that God does not make mistakes, therefore to reflect his
image is to not make mistakes. Perfectionism. Therefore, the
spiritual “high bar” for people is not to ever make a mistake,
and to do so would be to fall short of living the life one was
created to live, i.e. to sin. With this kind of reasoning, every
accident or forgetful moment, everything less than an A+,
every moment we are sidetracked is sin, something for which
we must confess and ask forgiveness. Likewise, each of these
experiences is something for which we should be ashamed.
However, the perfection of which Jesus speaks is not
perfectionism. The perfection of which Jesus speaks is that
of being without moral blemish or defect. One might better
understand the perfection of which Jesus speaks if he uses
the word righteousness, to behave in an upright manner. This
is the character of God which is asked of his people in the
Old Testament (Psalm 101.2, 6; Job 1.1, 8; 8.20). The
authors of the New Testament make the same point, noting
that God’s intended end for us is maturity as people, people
who bear his moral image of righteousness (Colossians 1.28;
4.12; James 1.3-4). To be without moral blemish or defect
is to be without sin, because to do so is to live as we were
created to live reflecting God’s image, but this does not
include such things as mistakes. To forget an appointment is
to make a mistake, something which has nothing to do with
righteousness. To intentionally lie, blaming another person
for forgetting that appointment, is a sin because it reflects a
contradiction to God’s moral character in the life of his child.
The distinction between a sin and a mistake (perfection and
perfectionism) is an important one for modern believers to
make as it distinguishes humanity from God. By definition,
God cannot make a mistake. He knows all things and can
do all things. It is therefore impossible for him to forget,
to overlook, or to make an error in judgment. On the other
hand, people do not know things, nor do they have all power
because they are not God. It is therefore possible, from the
first moment of creation for people to make mistakes, and God
respects and understands this. One might go so far as to say
that people are created to make mistakes, a trait which helps
to remind them that they are not God. This is why he asks for
perfection, his moral image and not perfectionism, the practice
of not making mistakes.

The Text

Luke 2.40-52:
The tension between divine and human
In Luke 2, Luke provides a quick survey of Jesus’ childhood,
from his birth, to his dedication, to an episode when Jesus is
twelve. Luke provides the most insight into Jesus’ childhood,
which is not much, a common literary technique in ancient

biographical books. Typically, in such books, vast amounts
of the subject’s childhood was overlooked, with only a few
selected episodes being intentionally told. Those which were
told had been chosen with the expressed intent of supporting
a claim, trait, or destiny of the subject which would later be
developed in the work.

As

one who was literarily trained, perhaps the most
trained of all the New Testament authors, Luke does not
veer far from the literary practices of his time. He passes
over more than three decades of Jesus’ life as a child and
adult, choosing only a handful of texts which he would
have chosen to make a point. The question: is which point?
Here, we can only speculate as we no longer may ask Luke
what his original literary intent was. However, when one
considers Luke’s context and the way he frames his second
chapter, one might suggest that Luke has chosen episodes
which seek to manage the tension between Jesus’ divinity and
humanity. This tension actually begins with the angelic visit
to Mary, promising a child of God born of a human mother
(Luke 1.26-38). The human child is born (Luke 2.1-7) but
is celebrated by angelic messengers as God’s messiah (Luke
2.8-20). Jesus is circumcised according to Mosaic Law, but
he is recognized and celebrated by two people who declare
prophetically that this child is no ordinary child (Luke
2.21-39). This same tension is witnessed in Luke 2.40-52,
as Luke relays a story from Jesus’ childhood in which Jesus
is presented as having unique wisdom and purpose which can
only be divinely given even as he makes a childlike error in
judgment concerning informing his parents of his choice to
stay in Jerusalem.

Why would Luke seek to present this tension of Jesus as
both human and divine, even creating a radical tension by
presenting Jesus as having incredible wisdom but at the
same time making an innocent mistake (Luke 2.40-52)?
Perhaps, some of the context for Luke’s decision is found
in Paul’s letter to the Colossians. Luke was a mission
companion of Paul in his Asia Minor travels. In the later
part of Paul’s ministry, the seeds of a second century
heresy called Gnosticism began to sprout in some of the
churches. Gnosticism is actually a form of Christianity
heavily influenced by both Platonic thought and the ancient
mystery religions. One of the hallmarks of this ill-defined
movement is the denial of Jesus’ humanity. We can see this
kind of thinking being addressed by Paul in Colossians 2.9.
Perhaps, in his writing of this Gospel, Luke sought to join
Paul in heading off this line of thinking by presenting Jesus
as both human and divine, though the combination of the
two creates an interesting tension at points.

Luke 2.41-52

is a self-enclosed section of Scripture,
bracketed by two statements of Jesus growing in wisdom and
favor/grace. With these statements, Luke makes it clear that
Jesus did not skip this necessary part of being human. He took
time to grow up and learn. However, his dual nature created
an interesting tension which brought about mixed responses,
as it always would with Jesus.

Luke notes that Jesus’ family was very pious, living a life
of rhythm. One such rhythm was that of celebrating, the
keeping of Jewish festivals. While normally only men made
these pilgrimages, Jesus’ entire family is portrayed as going,
highlighting their deep piety. On one such trip, at the end of
the seven-day festival, Jesus’ parents left to return home,
about an 80 mile trip. They are seen traveling with friends
and relatives which was common. The roads from Jerusalem
to Nazareth were hard and dangerous, filled with robbers
and bandits. It was safer to travel in a group. However,
unbeknownst to them, Jesus has chosen to remain behind in
Jerusalem, a choice which he did not relay to his parents. After
a day of traveling, Jesus’ parents begin to wonder where Jesus
is. This is not poor parenting but a window into parenting in
the ancient world. Parenting was done by a larger community
and not just one’s immediate mother and father. For a child to
be with a relative for a time such as a day would not have been
out of the ordinary. However, at the end of the day, when
Jesus does not appear, Mary and Joseph begin to worry. They
search for Jesus and cannot find him. Therefore, they turn
back and look in Jerusalem. There is some debate as to how
long they looked. The text is not clear. It can be that four days
are in view, one on the road and three in Jerusalem. However,
it can also mean one day on the road from Jerusalem, one
coming back, and one searching in the city proper. Regardless,
a significant amount of time passes before Jesus is found.

When Mary and Joseph find Jesus, they find him in the Temple
with the teachers, listening to their instruction. For Jesus to
be sitting among the teachers is a bold statement as no child
of his age would have been allowed such a place. It seems that
they have recognized something special about Jesus, being
amazed with his deep understanding and responses to their
teaching. Here, Luke gives us a peek into the identity of Jesus.
He is no mere boy. He is something more. However, Mary is
less than pleased with Jesus and speaks a firm complaint. She
asks why Jesus has mistreated them by causing them incredibly
anxiety. It is not hard to hear the tone of Mary as a distressed
mother at this point, probably a mixture of relief and anger.
However, Jesus seems to be unaware of what he has done to
disturb Mary and Joseph. He states that they should have
known he would be in his Father’s house. Once more, Luke
gives an insight into Jesus’ identity. At the age of 12, Jesus

is conscious of who he is and his purpose. He is the Son of
God and his purpose is attached to that of the Father. Yet,
Luke creates tension with Mary’s complaint. It is not rebuked.
Rather, it is accepted. Jesus leaves and goes home with Mary
and Joseph. He submits to them, obeying them. Luke portrays
Jesus as making a naïve error in judgment. He either didn’t or
forgot to inform his parents of where he was and it created a
family problem. Here we see the humanity of Jesus shine forth,
and with this, tension is created. Jesus is human and divine.
This may raise the question of Jesus’ sinlessness in the mind
of the reader, but Luke is quick to address this. He notes that
in this mixture, Jesus was sinless. He kept the Law perfectly
by obeying his parents (Exodus 20.12; Luke 2.51), but at the
same time as he kept the Law perfectly, he was very human and
made mistakes just as any other child.

Real life with Blake:

Shame. It tells me that I am not enough, that I am worthless.
One of the most common places I find shame in my life is in
something called perfectionism. I have always been something
of a perfectionist. I have always set high goals and sought
to meet them. Ever since I can first remember, people have
commented on how they appreciate my dependability, my work
ethic, and my striving to get things done with excellence.
While my perfectionism has helped others, in more than
one instance, it has hindered me. My perfectionism does
not allow me to ever stop. There is always more to be done,
always something else which needs my vigilant attention. My
perfectionism drives me, often without mercy. However, the
worst experience is the way it is unyielding with my humanity.
My perfectionism will not allow me to make a mistake. To err
might be human, but it is not to be Blake. I must do everything
right, the first time, all the time. The problem is, I don’t
always do things right. Sometimes, I never do things right.
And to be honest, I just can’t get it all done. I have limits.
When I bump into these limits, my perfectionism whispers that
unless I can break through the limits, I am not/have not done
enough. This is shame.
I am coming to learn how my perfectionism is just another
name for the shame I carry, and I am learning that Jesus
doesn’t expect me to be a perfectionist. Jesus asks me to be
perfect, but by this he doesn’t mean I can’t make a mistake.
With his invitation to perfection, Jesus is inviting me to
perfectly reflect God’s moral character. However, Jesus
understands that this moral character of God is being
reflected by one who is not God, who does not have his power,
or wisdom, or understanding. Therefore, his call to be perfect
is a far cry from a demand for perfectionism. In other words,
Jesus allows me to make mistakes. In fact, my mistakes can be

wonderful opportunities to display the wonderful character
of God, depending on how I choose to respond when I make
them. The reality is that I was made with limits. God hard
wired me to look like him, but he did not make me to be him.
I forget things. I get distracted. I break things and misjudge
circumstances. I make mistakes because I have limits. However,
my mistakes are not sin, nor or they reasons to believe the cry
that I am not enough. When I make mistakes I am the person I
am made to be, and my mistakes are just one more opportunity
to show the world who God really is.

Real life with You:

Shame. It tells us we are not enough. As we have been saying,
shame wears a thousand masks and goes by many different
names. One of the most common is perfectionism. The basic
tenet of perfectionism is that we are not allowed to make
mistakes. To make a mistake is bad, to demonstrate that we
are not enough. This is shame. However, we are not called
to be perfectionists. However, we are called to be perfect,
to perfectly represent God’s moral character to the world,
and we can do that in and through our mistakes. If we think
about it, when God made us, he made us to make mistakes.
He did not give us all insight or wisdom or power. With
this in us, our very makeup, we are bound to make mistakes.
We will misjudge, drop things, or (gasp!) forget things.
However, in these mistakes, we find wonderful opportunities
to present God’s perfect character. In our forgetting, we
can speak truthfully. In our accidents, we can show God’s
tenderness and compassion, righting what has been broken.
In our misjudgments, we can demonstrate God’s faithfulness
as we wait upon his provision and care. Mistakes are far
from bad. They do not say we are not enough. They are divine
opportunities to reflect his character. This week, you and I
will both make many mistakes. When you make a mistake, first
consider by responding in the following way, “God, thanks for
reminding me that I am not you.” Second, consider how, by
God’s grace, you might reflect his character. So, for instance,
if you forget an appointment, when you remember, call the
person and speak what is true. Do not blame someone or
something. Admit your limited memory and declare honestly
that you forgot, and perhaps why you forgot. You didn’t
write it down, etc. In so doing, you have shown who God is to
the person. He is truth, and you bear his image.
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