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Discussion Guide
Be Imperfect
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

• when you hear the statement, “you need to get your act 
together,” what kinds of thoughts and feelings, if any, 
come to mind? 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.)

• discuss the concept of legalism and how it is widespread 
in christianity today.  

• read matthew 5.48 aloud. pause. read the text again.  
• what do you hear Jesus saying here?  
• what issues, if any, do you have with what Jesus says 

here? could you explain?  
• many times, we are taught that salvation (Justification) 

comes by grace, but transformation (becoming like 
Jesus) requires a lot of effort on our part. in reality, 
this is a form of legalism. how might this be the case? 
what effects might the pursuit of this form of legalism 

have upon followers of Jesus? where, if anywhere, do 
you see these effects in the church today?  

• read romans 7.14-24 aloud. pause. read the text 
once more.  

• in your efforts to become like christ, in what ways, if 
any, do you resonate with israel’s struggle to keep the 
law?  

• read romans 7.25-8.4 aloud. 
• according to paul, who is responsible for leading us to 

become like Jesus?  
• ponder the truth that god both Justifies us and 

transforms us. it is his Job to make us perfect. what 
feelings, if any, does this truth evoke in you? could you 
elaborate?  

• what might it look like to live a life of faith in light 
of this truth? 

• consider closing by taking time as a group to respond to 
god in keeping with the feelings you are experiencing, 
seeking to be authentic and real before him.  you might 
consider closing by reading the words of Zephaniah 
3.14-20 as words of sending. 

context, Background, and commentary

LegaLism 
legalism is one of the most serious charges which can be 
leveled against one on the Journey of faith. the accusation of 
legalism has been leveled against various practices (ritualism, 
tithing, iconoclasm, asceticism, and more) as well as christian 
movements and groups (catholics, baptists, pentecostals, 
lutherans, calvinists, and many more). however, both 
historical and modern usage of the term demonstrate that 
labeling something as “legalism” has often been done hastily 
with little understanding as to the proper meaning and 
application of the term. 
traditionally, legalism has been understood to be the act of 
putting a law/code of conduct above the gospel by establishing 
requirements for salvation other than faith in Jesus. while 



this form of legalism can exist, it is actually quite rare. most 
religious faiths within the abrahamic tradition (Judaism, 
islam, and christianity) understand god’s salvation to be an 
act of unmerited grace. rather, legalism within these faith 
traditions might be better described as the practice of reducing 
broad and inclusive precepts into a narrow moral code which 
must be followed to experience life as god intends it for his 
redeemed people, and to distinguish between those who are 
redeemed by god and those who are not.  
within christianity, this form of legalism can be observed as 
taking three distinct, though not mutually-exclusive, forms. 
the first form involves taking god’s law out of context in 
order to reduce it to a moral code of “do’s” and “don’ts” in 
such a way that god is isolated from the person of faith. for 
instance, a follower of christ might accept god’s salvation 
based on grace, but then submit to a moral code based upon 
scripture which he seeks to follow on his own strength in order 
to live “the christian life.” the problem with this approach is 
not the pursuit of ethical behavior in keeping with obedience to 
the commands of scripture but rather the intentional creation 
of a code separate from scripture which must be followed in 
one’s own strength. god does graciously redeem his people, 
and he does command them to follow specific moral commands. 
obedience and grace are not in opposition so long as obedience 
is in response to grace rather than an effort to gain grace. 
however, the nature of this obedience is always within the 
context of an on-going, loving relationship with god, infused 
and sustained by grace. god’s giving of the 10 commandments 
(exodus 20) wonderfully portrays the intended Juxtaposition 
of grace and moral obedience, while paul’s letter to the 
galatians demonstrates this form of legalism which eliminates 
god in the pursuit of an upright life.  
a second form of legalism, closely related to the first, involves 
the practice of seeking to follow the letter of god’s ethical 
commandments while intentionally ignoring the spirit of god’s 
commands. this kind of legalism involves a rigidity in which 
people seek to maintain a minimum threshold of obedience 
to god by keeping to a black and white understanding of his 
commands in order to pursue personal desires which fall 
outside this black and white interpretation. the purpose 
of this obedience is focused not on engaging god in a loving 
relationship but placating god enough to gain flexibility in 
pursuing one’s own self-centered desires. for instance, a 
person might give ten percent tithe of his income while using 
tax loopholes to reclassify income as non-salary related 
in order to shelter large portions of his salary, so he  may 
keep more money which he can spend at his own discretion. a 
more pressing example of this kind of legalism is playing out 
in real-time concerning the issue of immigration. believers 
on both sides of the issue point to literal interpretations of 
god’s ethical commands in a way that gives them great liberties 

to pursue their own personal political agenda. a good biblical 
example of this kind of legalism is found among the pharisees and 
scribes in their understanding of god’s commands surrounding 
the keeping of sabbath (matthew 12.9-14).  
a final form of legalism—the most common form of legalism 
within christianity—is the practice of creating a moral code 
other than that provided by god and then using it to bind 
someone’s conscious or to distinguish between people who 
are or are not people of faith. famous (infamous?) forms of 
this legalism include prohibitions against dancing, smoking, 
drinking, or associating with anyone who does. certainly, it is 
appropriate to develop guidelines for navigating cultural realities 
and scenarios. for instance, in a culture where alcohol is often 
abused, it can make sense to choose to avoid alcohol to maintain 
one’s witness to culture. however, with no biblical warrant for 
such behavior, one cannot then turn and force others to follow 
this as something commanded by god nor use it to draw lines of 
acceptance within the family of faith. the biblical example of this 
is the pharisee’s practice of creating a “fence” of rules around 
the law so they might not break the law by keeping the secondary 
commands they had created (matthew 15.1-9).  

the text 
matthew 5.17-20, 48: What reaL Life Looks Like 
Zephaniah’s prophecies concerning the coming day of the lord 
Jesus’ sermon on the mount (matthew 5-7) is his manifesto 
concerning life in the kingdom of god. the content of these 
chapters appears regularly throughout Jesus’ teaching ministry 
indicating what is contained here lay at the heart of his 
proclamation and presentation of the kingdom and his invitation 
to become part of that kingdom. Jesus is very clear that the 
kingdom life he is describing is not something with which his 
audience is unfamiliar. they have already been presented with this 
life through the mosaic law. therefore, Jesus’ kingdom ministry 
is not about doing something new, thereby doing away with the 
mosaic law and the exposition of the law by the prophets. 
rather, Jesus’ ministry was concerned with demonstrating 
the fulfillment of the law; that is, Jesus’ life was intended to 
be a living example of the full kingdom life to which the law 
pointed. some have interpreted Jesus’ words here to imply he was 
fulfilling the law in the sense that he was bringing it to a close. 
however, neither the context nor the language of the specific 
statement of fulfillment point to this interpretation. rather, 
this is an interpretation which has been imposed upon the text, 
drawn from a misreading of paul’s letters to the romans and 
the galatians.  
Jesus plainly states that those who wish to be great in the 
kingdom of god must live and teach the life which they see in 
him, the life to which the law points. however, he is equally 
clear that approaching this life will require an approach which 
differs greatly from that of the pharisees and the scribes. here, 



Jesus’ remark concerning righteousness refers not simply to 
a right standing with god but a life rightly lived according 
to god’s standards. Jesus then proceeds to give 6 examples 
drawn from the mosaic law in which he demonstrates how the 
kingdom life god intends is found in the mosaic law and how 
the pharisee’s and scribe’s approach to the law had caused 
them to miss this kingdom life. the key aspect which seems to 
be at issue is a form of legalism which focuses on a literal 
interpretation of the mosaic law, all the while missing the life 
to which the spirit of the law points.  
after his exposition concerning how to see the life god desires 
in the mosaic law, Jesus concludes his discussion concerning 
this relationship between the kingdom life he is proclaiming 
and the law of moses. having pointed to himself as the living 
example of this life, he concludes by turning and pointing to 
the heavenly father as the source and origin of this life. the 
kingdom life he is proclaiming is firmly rooted in the character 
of god himself. therefore, one is living a full kingdom life 
when they are completely like the father. here Jesus points 
back to the functional purpose of humanity, created by god 
to be living images (genesis 1.26-28). Jesus’ language here 
mirrors that found in the levitical holiness code which also 
noted that the point of the law was to direct one to being holy 
like god (leviticus 19. 2). 
romanS 7.7-8.4: 
kingdom Life and the Weakness of the LaW 
paul’s letter to the house churches in rome is his attempt 
to unify a group of churches which were divided over the 
interpretation and use of the mosaic law in their daily lives 
of faith (romans 14.1-15.13). while often interpreted 
as an evangelistic letter proclaiming salvation, the letter 
is actually written to people who are already on the faith 
Journey. the letter is an exploration of the deeper realities 
of god’s redemptive purposes and work intended for those 
who have already begun the faith Journey, not for those who 
are still considering faith; that is, this is a letter focused on 
discipleship, not evangelism.  
because the mosaic law lay at the heart of the debate in 
these churches, paul must deal head-on with the law and its 
relationship to the redemptive purposes of god. paul does this 
in romans 4-8 with a complex argument which maintains a 
tension between the goodness of the law and the believer’s 
freedom from the law. this argument draws to a climax in 
romans 7-8 where paul begins to highlight specifics of both 
realities. he does this by engaging in what, at first, appears 
to be a first-hand accounting of his struggle with keeping 
the law. however, this interpretation does not fit with what 
paul has said elsewhere concerning his keeping of the law 
(philippians 3.6). most likely, romans 7 is a rhetorical 
strategy where paul personifies israel and relates its struggle 
with the law of moses which necessitate a freedom from the 

law if one is to experience the life intended by god (romans 7.6).  
according to paul, the law of moses is good, something intended 
by god. the law made people aware of the life god intended them 
to live. however, the law was “flawed” in that it was powerless 
to enable people to live as god desired. because the law did not 
have this power, the sinful state of people seiZed the opportunity 
and brought death to people; that is, the sinful state of people 
led them to break the law so that people would be condemned 
to death under the law. however, this was not the fault of the 
law. the law was good. the issue was with the sinful nature of 
people, not the law.  
in israel’s experience with the law, they were able to agree with 
the law and the life to which it pointed. they could assent the 
law contained god’s will for them. however, because the law 
was powerless to empower them to live the life found in the law 
they were caught as a prisoner to their sinful nature. no amount 
of desiring to obey the law was enough to overcome their sinful 
bent to disobey the law. therefore, they found themselves in a 
wretched position in which they were condemned, kept from the 
life god intended, unable to experience anything other.  
at this point, god enters as the person Jesus. with Jesus, god 
does what the law was powerless to do. while people were 
powerless to keep the law even though they wished to do so, 
god chose not to condemn people to death so long as they were 
intimately connected to Jesus; that is, those connected to Jesus 
in faith were not kept from the life god intended even though 
they were powerless to obey the law. in the person of Jesus, god 
opened the way to a life lived on god’s terms and then broke the 
power of sin in people which kept them from living this life. he 
then offers the ability to life the full life god intends—this 
is the same language Jesus uses in matthew 5.17—so long as 
they live this life by the power of the holy spirit rather than 
their own power. in this way, people can live the life to which the 
law points, but they do so not by following the law in their own 
strength. they live the life god desires (described in the law) 
by the power of the holy spirit. this creates the same tension to 
which Jesus points in matthew 5. it is not that the law is being 
put aside as something god no longer affirms. the law is good, 
and it points to the life god has always desired. what is put aside 
is the approach to living this life by seeking to keep the law on 
one’s own strength. rather, one must live this life by the spirit.  
interestingly, in paul’s discussion which follows, he notes that 
this work of the spirit which leads the believer to the experience 
of life is a work in process. believers experience the beginnings of 
this life in the present, but the full experience of this life comes 
at a later point in the future (romans 8.22-25, 30; see also 
philippians 1.6 and 1 John 3.1-3). therefore, one might say 
that the life of faith is experienced as one in which the believer 
steps forward toward the perfect life of god in an imperfect 
manner.



Journey looks like moving to Jesus’ perfect life in an imperfect 
manner. that kind of faith isn’t even on the faith map i was given 
much less what it looks like to live that way. so, i bumble and 
stumble, discovering what it looks like to have god deal with my 
mess as i follow him as an imperfect mess. but, maybe that is 
what it is supposed to be like. 
real lIfe wIth you:
how do you follow Jesus when you can’t get your act together? 
can someone who struggles to do the smallest thing Jesus did 
ever be great in the kingdom of god, even be in the kingdom of 
god? these and other similar questions often plague those of us 
who have had faith handed off to us in the american church. 
the gospel of the american church goes something like this: god 
saves you by grace. now, in response to this salvation, go and 
act like Jesus. . .on your own. the american church proclaims 
a gospel which begins with grace and finishes with works. it 
sounds right. it Just doesn’t work. no matter how hard we try, 
we Just can’t seem to live like Jesus. we feel great shame in this, 
because we know the Journey is to become like Jesus, to be perfect 
like Jesus. so, we keep trying, and failing. we live this endless 
cycle, heaping greater and greater amounts of shame and self-
condemnation upon ourselves because we Just can’t seem to get 
our act together.  
however, there is a way out of this mess. it is to stop trying 
to be like Jesus, to stop trying to be perfect. if that sounds like 
giving up on the Journey of faith, wait for the rest of the story. 
we don’t have to be perfect because it is not our Job to become 
perfect. that is god’s Job. you see, the gospel begins and ends 
with grace. it is god’s Job to transform our lives from what they 
are now to the lives we are meant to live, lives which look like his. 
we can breathe and rest as we stop trying to be perfect. this does 
not mean we do nothing. because it is god’s Job to transform 
us, we partner with him by making space for him to work. in the 
coming weeks we will explore what that looks like. however, for 
now, consider what it might look like to stop trying to be perfect, 
to stop trying so hard to get your act together. what might it 
be like to allow the gospel to begin and end with grace for you? 
take some time this week and ponder this truth about the gospel. 
perhaps you might ponder the following statement: the gospel 
begins and ends with grace, therefore, i don’t have to get my act 
together. i don’t have to be perfect. take some time and allow 
this truth to soak in. notice how it makes you feel. respond to 
god in a way that seems to fit how you are feeling, in prayer, in 
praise, in thanks, or perhaps, even in confusion. be honest with 
where you are and ask for grace to Journey to learn what it is to 
allow him to make you perfect.  
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real lIfe wIth Blake:
“how can i be a follower of Jesus? i can’t seem to get my act 
together.” this or some version of this statement runs through 
my mind all the time, a constant loop reminding me how far from 
the life of christ is the life i now live. this bugs me. . .a lot. you 
see, the whole point of following Jesus is to become like him, to 
live the life he lived, the wonderful kingdom life. it isn’t Just 
that i want to be like Jesus. i want to be like Jesus because his life 
is the only life that makes sense of this world and provides any 
semblance of hope, peace, and Joy in navigating it. i want to be like 
Jesus because Jesus really lived. he was fully human in a way i 
want to be fully human. there is Just one problem. i can’t do it.  
the problem is not that i have not tried. i have tried, and tried, 
and tried, and tried, and failed. . .so, i am told to try again, and 
this time to try harder. all i need to do is live like Jesus. i need 
to look, listen, and then obey. how hard can it be? turns out, 
pretty hard. so, i am told i should follow these principles or 
read this book. i need this new attitude or this relationship of 
accountability. the idea is that if i find the right strategy, then 
and only then will i finally live like Jesus. i can’t say i have tried 
them all, but i have tried more than the average bear, all to 
the same end. no matter what i do, i can’t seem to pull myself 
together and live like Jesus. i have failed so many times that 
doubt of ever living and experiencing life as Jesus did begins to 
creep in, along with a good bit of shame for repeatedly failing. 
but i try and try again. the problem is, every time i have to start 
over it gets harder. with the doubt instilled by my previous 
failures robbing me of any hope of ever living as Jesus, i find the 
only motivation left is self-abuse, condemnation, and shame. so, 
i heap this unholy trinity upon the shame i already carry only to 
fail and add another layer of shame on for good measure and 
start the process over again. it is a vicious and terrible ride and i 
want off, but is it possible?  
i am coming to believe it is. more and more i am coming to view 
the way i was discipled to follow Jesus as the insidious handing 
off of subtle legalism. Jesus had saved me. therefore, i was to do 
what Jesus did. . .on my own. that is legalism. and if that brand 
didn’t work, then what i needed was a distillation of Jesus’ life 
or a modern spiritual hack to help me out. this, too, is legalism. 
and it doesn’t work. it isn’t supposed to work.  
putting me together is god’s Job, not mine. on the Journey 
of faith, i can put down my rules, my efforts, my practices of 
shame and self-condemnation and Just breathe. i don’t have to 
put myself together. what a relief that brings even as i type the 
words. god does not expect me to stop being a mess. he expects me 
to be a mess, and he is responsible for dealing with the mess. that 
is good news, gospel. however, there is a twist here, one i am 
pondering. god doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to put me together, 
to end my mess. sure, god is putting me together. . .slowly, like 
watching grass grow slowly. on his way to dealing with my mess, 
he seems perfectly content to leave me a mess. that means my faith 


