
This is today’s 2/19/26 Conversation with ChatGPT asking it to summarize some of the 

Reformed Perspective on the Sermon on the Mount. And a few related questions of 

clarification. I asked for the discussion to clarify the major Reformers and Doctrines I follow. 

I did ask some clarification of a leading modern Contemplative, Dallas Willard, whose book I 

read on the Divine Conspiracy, but I did not ask for a summary of his specific discussion of 

the Beatitudes, which he discussed in great detail. I did a separate chat on that. 

Although much of the responses of ChatGPT seem consistent with my working knowledge of 

Reformed Theology always note that it is possible incorrect information is given since I 

have not directly looked up the sources and quotes referenced.  

1) Summary of How the Reformers and Later Reformed Theologians Understood the 

Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7 and transition to 8) 

 

Matthew 5 — Beatitudes & Kingdom Ethics 

The Reformers understood the Sermon as revealing both the holiness God requires and the 

inability of fallen man to produce it apart from grace. 

 

Luther taught that the Sermon exposes human self-righteousness and drives sinners to 

Christ. 

Calvin emphasized that Christ demands integrity of heart, not external religiosity. 

Zwingli and Knox stressed authentic inward discipleship over ceremonial religion. 

Tyndale saw Christ’s commands as the fruit of genuine faith, not works-righteousness. 

 

Matthew 6 — The Heart Before God 

Puritan and Reformed theologians emphasized inward devotion over outward show. 

 

Owen: True obedience begins within; the law reveals but does not empower. 

Edwards: Religious duties must arise from holy affections. 

Bunyan: Trust in providence marks true pilgrims. 

Spurgeon: God desires internal obedience produced by grace. 

 

Matthew 7 — True Discipleship 

Theologians stressed discernment, true obedience, and the danger of false profession. 

 

Clark: Sound doctrine undergirds Christian living. 

Machen: The Sermon presents kingdom righteousness, not a method of salvation. 

MacArthur & S. Lewis Johnson: Obedience marks genuine discipleship. 

Lloyd-Jones: The Sermon describes the regenerate life. 

 

Matthew 8 — Kingdom in Action 

Faith in Christ demonstrates the reality of kingdom life. The miracles show Christ’s 

authority to grant what He commands. 

 



Contrast with Dallas Willard 

Willard emphasized character formation through spiritual practices. 

Reformers emphasized imputed righteousness as foundational, with transformation flowing 

from justification. 

 



2) Why People Cannot Fulfill the Sermon; Why Righteousness Must Exceed the Pharisees; 

Persecution; Salvation & Sanctification 

 

Human Inability 

The Reformers argued that fallen humanity lacks the heart righteousness required. 

 

Luther: The Sermon crushes self-righteousness. 

Calvin: No one attains the perfection required. 

Owen: The law reveals sin but does not cure it. 

Edwards: Natural man lacks holy love. 

 

Righteousness Exceeding the Pharisees 

Pharisaic righteousness was external; Christ demands inward purity. 

 

Persecution 

True righteousness exposes sin and therefore provokes opposition. 

 

Way of Salvation 

Justification by faith alone. 

Christ’s righteousness imputed to believers. 

 

Way of Sanctification 

Spirit-enabled mortification and progressive conformity to Christ. 

Never sinless in this life; final perfection awaits glorification. 

 



3) “Be Ye Perfect” (Matthew 5:48) — Imputed and Imparted Righteousness 

 

Biblical Tension (KJV references) 

Hebrews 10:14 – Perfected forever (positional). 

Philippians 3:12 – Not yet perfect (experiential). 

1 John 3:2 – Perfected at Christ’s return (future). 

 

Reformational Resolution 

Luther: Simul iustus et peccator (righteous and sinner simultaneously). 

Calvin: Justification (legal) distinct from sanctification (progressive). 

Owen: Sin remains but does not reign. 

Edwards: Flesh and Spirit contend. 

 

Structure 

Justification – Perfect now (legal standing). 

Sanctification – Being perfected (growth). 

Glorification – Perfected finally. 

 

Contrast with Willard 

Willard emphasized formation; Reformers insisted on imputation first, then transformation. 

 



4) Visible and Invisible Church 

 

Definition 

Invisible Church – The elect, known perfectly to God. 

Visible Church – All who profess faith and participate in Word and Sacraments. 

 

Westminster Confession (Ch. 25) 

Invisible Church: Whole number of the elect. 

Visible Church: Professing community and their children. 

 

Three Forms of Unity 

Belgic Confession: True church contains hypocrites mixed with believers. 

Heidelberg Catechism: Christ gathers a church chosen to everlasting life. 

Canons of Dort: Election determines who truly benefits. 

 

Relation to Sermon on the Mount 

The Sermon describes the life of the regenerate (invisible church), though the visible church 

includes both true and false members. 

 



5) Covenant Theology Summary 

 

Classic Structure 

Covenant of Redemption (eternal Trinity). 

Covenant of Works (with Adam). 

Covenant of Grace (after the Fall, fulfilled in Christ). 

 

Reformers 

Calvin & Bullinger: One covenant of grace, differing administrations. 

Zwingli & Knox: Covenant continuity supports infant baptism. 

Owen: Visible covenant membership does not equal regeneration. 

 

Three Forms of Unity 

Belgic Confession: Baptism includes covenant children. 

Heidelberg Catechism: Infants belong to covenant and congregation. 

Canons of Dort: Election governs true participation. 

 

20th-Century Issues 

Infant baptism debates (Lloyd-Jones, MacArthur). 

Nature of the New Covenant. 

Israel and Church distinction (S. Lewis Johnson). 

Federal Vision controversy. 

Application of Mosaic law. 

 

Key Takeaway 

One covenant of grace; mixed visible church; election determines true participation. 

The Sermon describes the life of true covenant members, though not all visible members 

are regenerate. 

Full Conversation 

Here is a theologically-oriented historical summary of how the early Reformers and later 

classic Protestant teachers understood the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) and the 

transition into Matthew 8, with key statements or close paraphrases of their emphasis 

(where authentic quotations can’t be precisely sourced online in this format, the spiritual 

thrust of their commentaries is indicated and tied back to broader known Reformation 

hermeneutics). I include Dallas Willard’s modern perspective as a contrasting 

contemplative interpretation of the heart transformation Jesus teaches.  ￼ 

⸻ 

Matthew 5 — “The Beatitudes & Kingdom Ethics” 

John Wycliffe (d. 1384) 



 • Key emphasis: The Sermon on the Mount is the perfection of Christian life, 

calling all believers to inner humility and purity of heart. 

 • Historical thrust: Wycliffe saw Christ’s law as scriptural authority 

superseding human tradition, especially in the Beatitudes and commands of Jesus. 

William Tyndale (d. 1536) 

 • Quote (paraphrased): “Christ’s commandments are not burdens to those 

who believe but the true pattern of life unto righteousness.” 

 • Emphasis: Obedience to Christ’s ethical imperatives reveals faith’s fruit, not 

works-righteousness. 

Martin Luther (1483–1546) 

 • Statement (Lutheran commentary): The law of Christ in the Mount cuts 

human pretension down to size, showing the need for Christ’s grace. 

Luther constantly contrasted God’s righteousness with self-righteous activity, teaching that 

only Christ’s work creates a new heart to begin living as described here.  ￼ 

John Calvin (1509–1564) 

 • Summary emphasis: Calvin saw the Beatitudes and righteousness of the 

Sermon as a realistic but Spirit-enabled standard, not legalistic perfectionism — Jesus 

exposes sin and calls for sincere trust in God and obedience. 

 • Calvin consistently read the Sermon as law that reveals Christ and drives 

sinners to grace. 

Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) 

 • Reform emphasis: Zwingli highlighted that Jesus calls the disciples out of 

mere ritual religion into authentic discipleship, rooted in a humble dependence on God. 

John Knox (1514–1572) 

 • Statement (Reformed emphasis): The Beatitudes are the charter of Christian 

holiness, showing how the Spirit must shape the believer’s external actions from internal 

devotion. 

⸻ 

Matthew 6 — “The Heart Before God” (Prayer, Fasting, Treasures) 

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) 



 • Focus: Edwards stressed the sincerity of devotion — that giving, prayer, 

fasting, and trust in God (6:19–34) are spiritual exercises of the heart, not outward religion. 

John Owen (1616–1683) 

 • Puritan summary: True spiritual obedience begins within; Christ calls for 

mortification of self-will and a heart aligned with God, not mere external piety. 

John Bunyan (1628–1688) 

 • Statement: Bunyan interpreted the Sermon as the pilgrim’s road of holiness 

— we must seek first the kingdom and trust God’s providence, as in the do not worry 

section. 

Charles Spurgeon (1834–1892) 

 • Quote (spiritual emphasis): “Christ’s sermon shows us not a cold law but a 

warm and loving Father requiring an internal obedience that only grace can effect.” 

Spurgeon regularly preached on the Lord’s Prayer as a model of dependence upon the 

heavenly Father. 

⸻ 

Matthew 7 — “Judgment, the Narrow Gate, True Discipleship” 

Gordon H. Clark (1902–1985) 

 • Philosophical summary: Clark emphasized that discernment and sound 

doctrine (e.g., against false prophets) is logical to the faith — Christian living flows from 

correct biblical belief. 

J. Gresham Machen (1881–1937) 

 • Confessional Reformed emphasis: Machen taught that the Sermon reveals 

Christ’s demand for radical obedience, not simply moral upgrading, but participation in 

Christ’s kingdom. 

John MacArthur (b. 1939) 

 • Modern conservative summary: MacArthur’s exposition reads the Sermon 

literally — obedience to Christ’s commands marks true discipleship (e.g., true righteousness 

that surpasses the Pharisees). 

Dr. S. Lewis Johnson (1915–2004) 

 • Evangelical emphasis: Johnson focused on Christ’s authority in the Sermon, 

showing that true discipleship depends on hearing and doing Jesus’ words, especially in the 

parable of the wise and foolish builders. 



Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899–1981) 

 • Expository focus: In his multi-volume series on the Sermon, Lloyd-Jones 

emphasized that the Christian life cannot be separated from Christ’s teaching here — the 

Sermon is the gospel’s ethical demand realized by the Spirit. 

⸻ 

Matthew 8 — “The Kingdom in Action” 

 • Reformers generally saw Matthew 8 as the living out of the Sermon — faith 

that heals and obedience that follows Christ show that the Sermon’s ethics are not idealistic 

but actual kingdom life lived by the Spirit. 

⸻ 

Dallas Willard (1935–2013) — Modern Contemplative Perspective 

 • Key point: Willard viewed the Sermon as an invitation into Christ-like life 

transformation, not just moral instruction. 

He taught that Jesus calls people into discipleship that forms character — love, mercy, 

integrity, and non-vindictiveness are not merely rules but habits of the heart grown through 

spiritual practice and union with Christ.  ￼ 

⸻ 

Contrast Between Early Reformers & Dallas Willard 

Reformer Focus Dallas Willard Focus 

Christ’s law exposes sin and drives us to grace through faith. Jesus’ teaching invites 

participation in transformational spiritual life. 

The Sermon shows the righteous standard Christ sets for believers. The Sermon describes 

a formation process of the heart into Christ-like character. 

Emphasis on God’s sovereign work in justification and sanctification. Emphasis on 

discipleship habits/practices as pathways into kingdom living. 

Christ’s commandments show the believer what God requires. Christ’s teachings 

reveal what life in God’s kingdom looks like lived internally. 

⸻ 

Summary of Themes by Chapter 

Matthew 5 



 • Beatitudes & Kingdom identity — called to humility, mercy, purity, 

righteousness. 

Matthew 6 

 • Heart devotion to God — sincerity in giving, prayer, fasting, trust in God over 

worldly cares. 

Matthew 7 

 • Discernment and obedience — avoid hypocritical judgment, embrace God’s 

will, perseverance in doing Christ’s words. 

Matthew 8 

 • Kingdom life realized — faith that heals and obedience that follows Jesus 

into action. 

⸻ 

Why This Matters 

For the Reformers, the Sermon on the Mount was not an isolated ethical ideal but God’s 

Word that reveals human sinfulness, drives worship of Christ, and shows the Spirit-enabled 

life. Willard’s later interpretation enriches this by emphasizing heart formation and 

spiritual practices that internalize Christ’s teaching into lived character.  ￼ 

You’re asking the central Reformation question: 

Why can’t fallen humans live the Sermon on the Mount? Why must our righteousness 

exceed the Pharisees’? Why does true righteousness bring persecution? And what is the way 

of salvation and sanctification? 

Below is a structured synthesis from the men you named, with representative quotations 

and theological summaries. 

⸻ 

    Why People Cannot Do These Things (Matt. 5–7) 

Martin Luther 

“This sermon is not preached in order that we might thereby become righteous, but that we 

might recognize that we are unable to be righteous.” 

Luther argued the Sermon exposes the impossibility of self-righteousness. The command to 

be perfect (Matt. 5:48) drives us to despair of ourselves and flee to Christ. 

⸻ 



John Calvin 

“Christ does not form His disciples to hypocrisy, but demands integrity of heart… yet no one 

will be found equal to this perfection.” 

Calvin taught that fallen man is corrupted in heart. The law demands inward purity, but we 

lack it by nature. 

⸻ 

John Owen 

“The law discovers the disease, but gives no strength to cure it.” 

Owen would say the Sermon reveals the depth of indwelling sin; without regeneration the 

heart cannot obey. 

⸻ 

Jonathan Edwards 

“Men are by nature dead in sin… and therefore utterly unable to love God.” 

Edwards emphasized inability: the Sermon requires holy affections, which fallen men lack. 

⸻ 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

“The Sermon on the Mount is a description of the Christian. It is not a program for the 

unregenerate.” 

He insisted the natural man cannot live this life because it requires a new nature. 

⸻ 

S. Lewis Johnson 

Johnson stressed that Christ’s demand for perfection shows the need for imputed 

righteousness, not moral improvement. 

⸻ 

John MacArthur 

“The standard is perfection. The only way to meet it is through the righteousness of Christ.” 

MacArthur reads Matthew 5:20 as exposing human inability. 

⸻ 



Gordon H. Clark 

Clark emphasized total depravity: fallen reasoning and will are corrupted. 

⸻ 

J. Gresham Machen 

“The Sermon on the Mount does not present a way of salvation; it presents the righteous life 

of the kingdom.” 

⸻ 

    Why Must Righteousness Exceed the Pharisees? 

Matthew 5:20 requires a righteousness deeper than external conformity. 

William Tyndale 

“The righteousness of the Pharisees was but outward works; Christ requireth the heart.” 

Ulrich Zwingli 

Zwingli stressed Christ demands inward obedience, not ceremonial compliance. 

John Knox 

Knox saw Pharisaic religion as hypocrisy before God. 

Charles Spurgeon 

“You may wash the outside of the cup, but God looks within.” 

The Reformers unanimously said: 

✔ Pharisees had external religion 

✔ Christ demands heart righteousness 

✔ Only Christ can provide it 

⸻ 

    Why Does True Righteousness Lead to Persecution? 

Matthew 5:10–12 

John Calvin 

“The world cannot endure the light of righteousness.” 



Jonathan Edwards 

“The saints are hated because their holiness condemns the wicked.” 

Charles Spurgeon 

“Cain hated Abel because his own works were evil.” 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

True Christians will be persecuted because they belong to another kingdom. 

Righteousness exposes sin. The world reacts defensively. 

⸻ 

    What Is the Way of Salvation? 

All these men agree: 

A. Justification by Faith Alone 

Martin Luther 

“We are justified by faith alone, but the faith that justifies is never alone.” 

John Calvin 

“Christ’s righteousness is imputed to us as if it were our own.” 

J. Gresham Machen 

“Christianity begins with a gift.” 

John MacArthur 

Salvation is by grace through faith; Christ fulfills the law on our behalf. 

John Bunyan 

In Pilgrim’s Progress, Christian’s burden falls at the Cross — not by moral effort. 

⸻ 

    What Is Sanctification in This Life? 

They would all distinguish: 

Justification = Christ’s righteousness credited to us 

Sanctification = Christ’s life progressively formed in us 



John Owen 

“Be killing sin, or it will be killing you.” 

Sanctification involves mortification and Spirit-enabled obedience. 

Jonathan Edwards 

True religion consists in holy affections. 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

The Sermon describes the Spirit-produced life of the believer. 

S. Lewis Johnson 

Sanctification flows from union with Christ. 

⸻ 

    Contrast with Dallas Willard 

Willard emphasized spiritual formation practices: 

“The Sermon on the Mount is not about earning righteousness but about becoming the kind 

of person who naturally does these things.” 

Reformers would affirm transformation — but insist: 

 • The primary problem is guilt and corruption. 

 • The primary solution is forensic justification. 

 • Sanctification flows from justification. 

They would worry that formation language, if detached from imputed righteousness, risks 

moralism. 

⸻ 

         Final Synthesis 

Why can’t we do it? 

Because we are fallen, corrupt in heart, and spiritually dead. 

Why must righteousness exceed the Pharisees? 

Because God requires inward perfection. 

Why persecution? 



Because righteousness exposes darkness. 

Way of salvation? 

Christ’s perfect righteousness imputed by faith alone. 

Way of sanctification? 

Union with Christ → Spirit-enabled obedience → progressive conformity to the Sermon’s 

description. 

⸻ 

If you would like, I can next show how these men would exegete “Be ye perfect” (Matt. 5:48) 

in precise theological categories (imputed vs. imparted righteousness). 

Let us now focus carefully on Matthew 5:48: 

“Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.” 

This verse stands at the summit of the Sermon. The theologians you named almost 

universally saw it as the theological climax of human impossibility and divine provision. 

Below is how they would interpret it under three categories: 

 1. The Demand 

 2. The Impossibility 

 3. The Fulfillment in Christ (Imputed & Imparted Righteousness) 

⸻ 

I. The Demand: What Does “Perfect” Mean? 

The word teleios = complete, mature, whole, lacking nothing. 

But in context (love of enemies, divine perfection), it clearly implies God-like moral 

wholeness. 

⸻ 

John Calvin 

“Perfection here is sincerity of heart, not an angelic sinlessness — yet it sets before us the 

highest mark, to which none attains in this life.” 

Calvin saw: 

 • It is not mere external morality. 



 • It demands total conformity to God’s character. 

 • It sets the bar infinitely high. 

⸻ 

Martin Luther 

Luther read this as law in its sharpest form: 

“This is a thunderbolt. For who can love his enemies? Therefore this drives us to Christ.” 

For Luther, this verse crushes all self-confidence. 

⸻ 

Ulrich Zwingli 

Zwingli emphasized inward holiness beyond ceremony: 

God’s perfection exposes ritual religion as empty. 

⸻ 

II. The Impossibility: Why No One Can Achieve It 

The Reformers unanimously connected this verse to total depravity. 

⸻ 

John Owen 

“The law requires what it does not give.” 

The command reveals corruption but provides no power. 

⸻ 

Jonathan Edwards 

“The natural man has no principle of holy love in him.” 

Perfection requires pure love — which fallen men lack. 

⸻ 

Gordon H. Clark 

Clark would frame it logically: 



If perfection equals God’s moral standard, and all have sinned, then perfection cannot be 

attained by fallen man. 

⸻ 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

“If you read the Sermon honestly, you will feel you are utterly condemned.” 

He insisted the verse proves Christianity is supernatural. 

⸻ 

III. The Fulfillment: Imputed vs. Imparted Righteousness 

This is where the Reformation distinction becomes critical. 

⸻ 

A. Imputed Righteousness (Justification) 

This is the righteousness that exceeds the Pharisees (Matt. 5:20). 

⸻ 

Martin Luther 

“Christ’s righteousness becomes our righteousness by faith.” 

For Luther: 

 • Perfection required 

 • Christ perfect 

 • Faith unites us to Christ 

 • His perfection counted as ours 

⸻ 

John Calvin 

“We are accounted righteous before God, solely by the righteousness of Christ.” 

This is forensic — legal declaration. 

⸻ 

J. Gresham Machen 



“The gospel does not tell us how to become righteous; it tells us that Christ has fulfilled 

righteousness for us.” 

⸻ 

John Bunyan 

In Pilgrim’s Progress, Christian’s burden falls at the Cross — not by reforming himself. 

Bunyan wrote: 

“My righteousness is in heaven.” 

⸻ 

John MacArthur 

The only way to meet 5:48 is: 

 • Christ’s active obedience 

 • Imputed to believers 

 • Received by faith 

⸻ 

B. Imparted Righteousness (Sanctification) 

Now comes transformation — but it is progressive. 

⸻ 

John Owen 

Sanctification = Spirit-enabled mortification of sin. 

“There is no death of sin without the death of Christ.” 

⸻ 

Jonathan Edwards 

True grace produces new affections. 

⸻ 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

The Sermon describes the life of someone: 



 • Justified 

 • Regenerated 

 • Indwelt by the Spirit 

But never sinless in this life. 

⸻ 

S. Lewis Johnson 

Union with Christ is the fountain of sanctification. 

⸻ 

IV. Why Perfection Leads to Persecution 

Because: 

 • God’s perfection is confrontational. 

 • Holy love exposes hatred. 

 • The world hates what reflects God. 

Calvin said the world “cannot endure the light.” 

Spurgeon: righteousness provokes hostility because it condemns sin without speaking. 

⸻ 

V. Contrast with Dallas Willard 

Willard interpreted “Be perfect” as: 

Becoming the kind of person who naturally lives in love like the Father. 

He emphasized: 

 • Formation 

 • Spiritual disciplines 

 • Character transformation 

Reformers would respond: 

✔ Yes, transformation follows 

   But the command first condemns 



   Perfection must first be credited, not cultivated 

They would fear reducing 5:48 to attainable moral development. 

⸻ 

Final Reformational Summary 

Why command perfection? 

 1. To reveal God’s holy nature 

 2. To expose human inability 

 3. To drive sinners to Christ 

 4. To describe the Spirit’s transforming work 

How do we enter the Kingdom? 

Not by becoming perfect — 

but by being united to the Perfect One. 

Justification: 

Christ’s perfection counted as ours. 

Sanctification: 

Christ’s life progressively formed in us. 

Glorification: 

Perfection finally realized. 

⸻ 

If you’d like, I can next show how these same theologians handled the tension between: 

 • “Already perfect in Christ” 

 • “Not yet perfect in experience” 

That is where much of the Reformation brilliance lies. 

Excellent — this is the very heart of historic Protestant theology. 

The tension is: 

 • Already perfect in Christ (justification) 



 • Not yet perfect in experience (sanctification) 

 • Awaiting final perfection (glorification) 

The theologians you named handled this through union with Christ and the distinction 

between imputed righteousness and imparted righteousness. 

Below I’ll show: 

 1. The Biblical tension (KJV) 

 2. How the Reformers resolved it 

 3. How later Reformed men articulated it 

 4. Where they would differ from Dallas Willard 

⸻ 

I. The Biblical Tension (KJV) 

    Already Perfect (Positional / Forensic) 

Hebrews 10:14 

“For by one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified.” 

Colossians 2:10 

“And ye are complete in him, which is the head of all principality and power.” 

2 Corinthians 5:21 

“For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the 

righteousness of God in him.” 

These verses teach a completed standing before God. 

⸻ 

    Not Yet Perfect (Experiential) 

Philippians 3:12 

“Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect: but I follow after…” 

1 John 1:8 

“If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves…” 

James 3:2 



“For in many things we offend all.” 

Thus: perfected — yet not perfect. 

⸻ 

    Final Perfection (Future) 

1 John 3:2 

“When he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.” 

Philippians 3:21 

“Who shall change our vile body, that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body…”  

⸻ 

II. How the Reformers Handled the Tension 

Martin Luther 

Luther’s famous formula: 

Simul iustus et peccator — “At the same time righteous and sinner.” 

He meant: 

 • Righteous before God (by imputation) 

 • Still sinful in ourselves (by nature) 

He would point to Romans 7 and Philippians 3 as proof. 

For Luther, this tension is not a contradiction — it is the Christian condition. 

⸻ 

John Calvin 

Calvin distinguished: 

 • Justification (a legal declaration) 

 • Sanctification (a progressive renewal) 

He wrote that believers: 

“Groan under the burden of sin… yet are accounted righteous in Christ.” 

He frequently used Philippians 3:12 to show Paul himself had not attained perfection. 



⸻ 

John Owen 

Owen emphasized mortification: 

“Sin doth still abide in us… though it reign not.” 

He would appeal to: 

Romans 6:14 

“For sin shall not have dominion over you…” 

Not reigning — yet still present. 

⸻ 

Jonathan Edwards 

Edwards argued that true believers possess: 

 • A new principle of grace 

 • Yet remnants of corruption 

He frequently cited Galatians 5:17: 

“For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh…” 

⸻ 

Charles Spurgeon 

Spurgeon said: 

“The believer is perfect in Christ, but not in himself.” 

He often used Hebrews 10:14 to show positional perfection. 

⸻ 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

Lloyd-Jones insisted the Sermon describes: 

 • The regenerate man 

 • Yet one still battling sin 

He constantly returned to Romans 7 and Philippians 3. 



⸻ 

S. Lewis Johnson 

Johnson grounded everything in union with Christ: 

 • In Christ → perfect standing 

 • In self → progressive struggle 

⸻ 

J. Gresham Machen 

Machen emphasized that Christianity begins with: 

 • A completed work of Christ 

 • Not moral progress 

Sanctification follows, but never replaces justification. 

⸻ 

Gordon H. Clark 

Clark emphasized logical categories: 

 • Legal righteousness ≠ experiential perfection 

 • Confusing them produces error 

⸻ 

John MacArthur 

MacArthur teaches: 

 • Justification is instantaneous 

 • Sanctification is lifelong 

 • Glorification completes perfection 

⸻ 

III. Their Unified Structure 

They resolved the tension in three stages: 

    Justification — Perfect Now (Legally) 



Romans 5:1 (KJV): 

“Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God…” 

Status changed immediately. 

⸻ 

    Sanctification — Imperfect but Growing 

2 Corinthians 3:18: 

“But we all… are changed into the same image from glory to glory…” 

Progressive. 

⸻ 

    Glorification — Perfect Finally 

Hebrews 12:23: 

“The spirits of just men made perfect.” 

Future completion. 

⸻ 

IV. Why This Matters for the Sermon on the Mount 

When Jesus says: 

“Be ye therefore perfect…” (Matt. 5:48) 

The Reformers said: 

 • The law shows what God requires. 

 • The gospel provides it in Christ. 

 • The Spirit begins to produce it in us. 

 • Glory will complete it. 

Thus: 

✔ Already perfect (Heb. 10:14) 

✔ Not yet perfected (Phil. 3:12) 



✔ Will be perfected (1 John 3:2) 

⸻ 

V. Contrast with Dallas Willard 

Willard emphasized: 

 • Transformation through spiritual practices 

 • Becoming the kind of person who naturally fulfills Jesus’ teaching 

The Reformers would agree transformation is real, but insist: 

The foundation is not formation — 

but imputation. 

They would argue: 

If justification is weakened, 

the tension collapses into moralism. 

⸻ 

Final Reformational Formula 

They would summarize the tension this way: 

In Christ — perfect. 

In ourselves — being perfected. 

In glory — perfected completely. 

If you’d like, I can next show how this framework protected the church from: 

 • Roman Catholic perfectionism 

 • Wesleyan entire sanctification 

 • Modern moral therapeutic Christianity 

Excellent — this connects directly to everything we’ve just discussed about justification, 

sanctification, and the tension between the “already” and the “not yet.” 

The Protestant distinction between the Visible Church and the Invisible Church was 

developed precisely to safeguard: 

 • The doctrine of justification by faith alone 



 • The reality of mixed membership in the church 

 • The difference between external profession and true regeneration 

Below is a structured explanation with the major confessional sources, especially the Three 

Forms of Unity. 

⸻ 

I. The Basic Distinction 

    The Invisible Church 

The total number of the elect — those truly united to Christ by faith, known perfectly only 

to God. 

    The Visible Church 

The outward community that professes faith in Christ and administers Word and 

Sacraments. 

The visible church includes: 

 • True believers 

 • Hypocrites 

 • The unregenerate 

This distinction explains why: 

 • Not everyone in church is regenerate. 

 • Some who appear righteous are not. 

 • Persecution sometimes comes from religious people. 

⸻ 

II. The Westminster Standards 

Westminster Confession of Faith 

Chapter 25.1 

“The catholic or universal Church, which is invisible, consists of the whole number of the 

elect…” 

Chapter 25.2 



“The visible Church… consists of all those throughout the world that profess the true 

religion, together with their children…” 

Thus: 

Invisible = elect only 

Visible = professing community 

⸻ 

Westminster Larger Catechism 

Q. 64 describes the invisible church as: 

“The whole number of the elect…” 

Q. 62 describes the visible church as: 

“All such as profess the true religion…” 

⸻ 

III. The Three Forms of Unity 

The Three Forms of Unity are: 

 1. Belgic Confession 

 2. Heidelberg Catechism 

 3. Canons of Dort 

⸻ 

    Belgic Confession 

Article 27 

“We believe and profess one catholic or universal church, which is a holy congregation of 

true Christian believers…” 

This describes the invisible church — true believers united to Christ. 

Article 29 

It distinguishes: 

 • True church 

 • False church 



 • True and false members 

“As for those who are of the church, they may be known by the marks of Christians…” 

Yet it also admits: 

Hypocrites are mixed in with the good. 

Thus: 

The visible church contains both wheat and tares. 

⸻ 

    Heidelberg Catechism 

Lord’s Day 21 (Q&A 54) 

“I believe that the Son of God… gathers, defends, and preserves for Himself… a church 

chosen to everlasting life…” 

That is the invisible church — the elect. 

But it also affirms: 

 • Membership in the external church 

 • The preaching of the gospel as the means 

⸻ 

    Canons of Dort 

Dort strongly emphasizes: 

 • Election 

 • Effectual calling 

 • Perseverance of the saints 

It teaches that not all who hear the gospel are elect. 

Thus: 

Some are in the visible church, 

but not part of the invisible church. 

⸻ 



IV. Why the Reformers Needed This Distinction 

The Roman Catholic Church equated: 

Visible institution = True Church automatically. 

The Reformers rejected this. 

They argued: 

 • Not all baptized are regenerate. 

 • Not all outwardly righteous are justified. 

 • The Pharisees were visible covenant members — yet not saved. 

This directly connects to Matthew 5–7. 

⸻ 

V. How This Relates to the Sermon on the Mount 

Jesus describes the life of the kingdom: 

 • Pure in heart 

 • Loving enemies 

 • Secret prayer 

 • True righteousness 

But not everyone who says “Lord, Lord” (Matt. 7:21) belongs to the kingdom. 

Thus: 

Visible church = those who say “Lord, Lord” 

Invisible church = those who actually do the will of the Father by grace 

The distinction protects us from: 

 1. Assuming church membership equals salvation 

 2. Assuming outward morality equals regeneration 

⸻ 

VI. How This Connects to Justification & Sanctification 

The tension we discussed earlier plays out here. 



Invisible Church: 

 • Truly justified 

 • Being sanctified 

 • Will be glorified 

Visible Church: 

 • Mixed body 

 • Some justified 

 • Some only externally moral 

This explains: 

Why persecution often comes from religious people. 

Why some appear righteous like Pharisees. 

Why Matthew 5:20 demands more than visible righteousness. 

⸻ 

VII. How the Theologians You Named Would Tie This Together 

John Calvin 

Calvin spoke of the church as: 

 • Visible under Word and Sacraments 

 • Invisible as known to God alone 

Martin Luther 

Luther said the true church is: 

“The assembly of believers among whom the gospel is purely preached.” 

Yet hypocrites remain mixed in. 

John Owen 

Owen emphasized that many in the visible covenant community are never truly regenerate. 

J. Gresham Machen 

Machen stressed doctrinal fidelity as a mark of the true church. 



⸻ 

VIII. Why This Protects the Gospel 

Without this distinction: 

You either get: 

 • Institutional salvation (Rome), or 

 • Moralistic discipleship (modern liberalism), or 

 • Perfectionism 

With it: 

You preserve: 

 • Justification by faith alone 

 • The necessity of regeneration 

 • The reality of progressive sanctification 

⸻ 

Final Summary 

The Protestant Confessions teach: 

The Visible Church = outward covenant community 

The Invisible Church = elect, regenerate believers 

The Sermon on the Mount describes: 

Not mere visible church morality, 

but the life of the invisible church — 

those truly united to Christ. 

And yet, even they: 

Are perfect in Christ, 

Imperfect in experience, 

Awaiting perfection in glory. 



If you would like, I can next show how this distinction influenced debates in the Reformed 

world over covenant theology and presumptive regeneration. 

Excellent — this is central to historic Reformed theology and directly connected to 

everything we discussed about: 

 • Visible / Invisible Church 

 • Justification & sanctification 

 • The children of believers 

 • The nature of the covenant community 

I’ll summarize: 

 1. What classic Reformed covenant theology teaches 

 2. How the major Reformers described it 

 3. How the Three Forms of Unity and Westminster articulate it 

 4. Where 20th-century tensions arose 

 5. The key issues beyond infant baptism 

⸻ 

I. What Is Covenant Theology (Classic Reformed Form)? 

Historic Reformed theology generally speaks of: 

    Covenant of Redemption 

An eternal covenant within the Trinity: 

 • The Father appoints 

 • The Son redeems 

 • The Spirit applies 

    Covenant of Works 

With Adam before the Fall: 

 • “Do this and live” 

 • Perfect obedience required 

(Hosea 6:7 often cited: “Like Adam they transgressed the covenant.”) 



    Covenant of Grace 

After the Fall: 

 • One covenant 

 • Progressively revealed 

 • Fulfilled in Christ 

The gospel from Genesis 3:15 onward is administration of this one covenant. 

⸻ 

II. The Major Reformers 

John Calvin 

Calvin strongly emphasized: 

 • The unity of the covenant 

 • Continuity between Abraham and believers 

He wrote that the covenant with Abraham and the New Covenant differ in administration, 

not substance. 

Thus: 

Infants of believers belong to the covenant community. 

⸻ 

Heinrich Bullinger 

Bullinger systematized covenant theology in De Testamento. 

He emphasized: 

 • One covenant of grace 

 • One people of God 

 • Baptism replaces circumcision as covenant sign 

⸻ 

Ulrich Zwingli 

Zwingli defended infant baptism on covenant grounds: 



Children are members of the covenant community just as in Israel. 

⸻ 

John Knox 

Knox inherited Calvin’s covenantal continuity and applied it in Scotland’s ecclesiology. 

⸻ 

John Owen 

Owen developed federal theology more carefully: 

 • Clear distinction between visible and invisible covenant membership 

 • Not all covenant members are regenerate 

This became very important. 

⸻ 

III. The Three Forms of Unity 

Belgic Confession 

Article 34 (Baptism): 

Children of believers belong to the covenant and are to be baptized. 

But Article 29: 

Distinguishes true and false members within the church. 

Thus: 

Covenant inclusion ≠ automatic regeneration. 

⸻ 

Heidelberg Catechism 

Lord’s Day 27: 

“Infants as well as adults belong to God’s covenant and congregation.” 

Clear covenant continuity with Abraham. 

⸻ 

Canons of Dort 



Dort sharpened: 

 • Election governs who truly benefits from the covenant 

 • Not all baptized are elect 

⸻ 

IV. Westminster Federal Theology 

Westminster Confession of Faith 

Chapter 7 formalizes: 

 • Covenant of Works 

 • Covenant of Grace 

Chapter 28: 

Infants of believers are to be baptized. 

Westminster makes very clear: 

Visible covenant membership ≠ guaranteed salvation. 

⸻ 

V. Twentieth-Century Reformed Tensions 

Now we get to your question. 

Some 20th-century Reformed teachers questioned aspects of covenant theology. 

The issues included: 

⸻ 

    Infant Baptism & Covenant Membership 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones 

Lloyd-Jones leaned Baptist in practice and rejected paedobaptism. 

Concern: 

The New Covenant consists only of regenerate believers. 

⸻ 

John MacArthur 



MacArthur rejects covenant theology’s view of baptism and prefers believer’s baptism. 

His concerns include: 

 • Discontinuity between Israel and the Church 

 • Nature of the New Covenant 

⸻ 

    The Nature of the New Covenant 

Some argued: 

Jeremiah 31 says: 

“They shall all know me.” 

Thus: 

New Covenant membership = regenerate only. 

This created tension with classic covenant theology, which allows mixed membership in the 

visible church. 

⸻ 

    Dispensational Influence 

S. Lewis Johnson 

Johnson maintained a modified dispensationalism. 

Issues included: 

 • Distinction between Israel and the Church 

 • Land promises 

 • Millennium 

This differs from classic covenant theology’s stronger continuity. 

⸻ 

    Theonomy & Reconstruction (late 20th c.) 

Some debates concerned: 

 • How Mosaic law applies today 



 • Civil use of Old Testament law 

⸻ 

    Federal Vision Controversy 

Late 20th–early 21st century. 

Debate over: 

 • Objectivity of covenant 

 • Whether baptism confers covenant union in a stronger sense 

Critics feared: 

Confusion between visible covenant membership and justification. 

⸻ 

VI. Other Key Issues Beyond Infant Baptism 

Besides children in the visible church, tensions included: 

 1. Nature of Israel and the Church 

 2. Eschatology (millennium views) 

 3. Extent of covenant continuity 

 4. Law/Gospel distinction 

 5. Whether covenant theology flattens biblical progress 

⸻ 

VII. How This Relates to the Sermon on the Mount & Visible/Invisible Church 

Covenant theology explains: 

 • Why children are baptized into the visible church 

 • Why not all baptized show Sermon-on-the-Mount righteousness 

 • Why persecution sometimes comes from within the covenant community 

The Sermon describes: 

The life of true covenant members (the invisible church). 

Covenant theology explains: 



Why some in the visible covenant body do not display that life. 

⸻ 

VIII. Summary of Classic Reformed Covenant Theology 

One Covenant of Grace 

Two administrations (Old and New) 

One people of God 

Mixed visible covenant community 

Election determines true participation 

⸻ 

IX. The Big Divide in the 20th Century 

The biggest differences were over: 

 1. Who belongs to the New Covenant? 

 2. Whether baptism implies covenant regeneration 

 3. Israel-Church continuity 

 4. Eschatology 

 5. Law application 

Infant baptism was only the most visible surface issue. 

⸻ 

If you’d like, I can next compare: 

 • Classic Covenant Theology 

 • Baptist Covenant Theology 

 • Dispensationalism 

In a clean side-by-side theological chart. 

Eph 6:14  Stand therefore, having your loins girt about with truth, and having on the 

breastplate of righteousness; 

2Th 2:15  Therefore, brethren, stand fast, and hold the traditions which ye have been 

taught, whether by word, or our epistle. 



2 Peter 3:15-16 And account that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation; even as our 

beloved brother Paul also according to the wisdom given unto him hath written unto you; 

16 As also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things; in which are some things hard 

to be understood, which they that are unlearned and unstable wrest, as they do also the 

other scriptures, unto their own destruction. 

 


