Discussion with ChatGPT on the Beatitudes, and specifically
Willard vs the Reformers.

Excellent — this is a very important interpretive difference.

In The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard argues that the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12) are
not entrance requirements to the kingdom, nor primarily a list of moral virtues in ascending
order, but descriptions of people who are already blessed by being available to God’s
kingdom.

However — and this is where nuance matters — Willard also reads them as having a kind of
spiritual logic and developmental coherence.

Let me explain his view first, then contrast it with the early Reformed theologians.

I. Willard’s View of the Beatitudes

Willard rejects three common interpretations:

1. They are impossible ideals meant only to drive us to despair.
2. They are entrance requirements to salvation.
3. They are a strict ladder of moral achievement.

Instead, he argues:
o The Beatitudes describe types of people the world considers “unblessed.”

o Jesus announces that these very people are “blessed” because the kingdom
is available to them now.

o Spiritual formation brings increasing transformation of character.

Yet Willard also acknowledges that:

o There is a kind of natural order in the way the qualities unfold.
. Poverty of spirit opens the door to deeper transformation.

. Mercy flows from prior reception of grace.

. Purity of heart leads to vision of God.

o Peacemaking flows from inner transformation.



So while he denies arigid ladder, he affirms an organic progression of character
transformation.

In short:
The Beatitudes describe the kind of person one becomes through kingdom life.
Il. How the Early Reformers Would Respond

Now we contrast this with figures like:

. Martin Luther

o John Calvin

J Ulrich Zwingli

. John Owen

. Jonathan Edwards
o Martyn Lloyd-Jones

They would differ at several key points.
n Are the Beatitudes Progressive?
Calvin
Calvin did see a kind of logical order:
o Poverty of spirit > mourning > meekness > hunger for righteousness
But he did not frame it as a developmental ladder of spiritual practices.
Rather, he saw it as a description of the marks of regeneration.
He would insist:
The Spirit produces all of these graces together, though unevenly.
Luther

Luther would resist reading the Beatitudes as a ladder of sanctification.



For him:

. “Poor in spirit” is first because it crushes pride.
o It exposes the necessity of grace.
o The order reflects theological logic, not spiritual technique.

He would be cautious of any model that sounds like progressive moral attainment.

Owen

Owen would strongly emphasize:

o These are fruits of regeneration.
o They flow from union with Christ.
o They are not steps by which one advances into the kingdom.

He would fear that progressive framing could blur justification and sanctification.

Edwards
Edwards might be the closest to Willard in emphasis on transformation.

But Edwards grounds transformation in:

o Sovereign regeneration
o Supernatural affections
o Divine initiative

He would reject any implication that spiritual practices create the new nature.
Lloyd-Jones
Lloyd-Jones explicitly addressed the order.
He argued the Beatitudes are:
o Logically ordered.

o Spiritually connected.



o Descriptive of the Christian character.
But he was adamant:
They are not stages of attainment — they describe the regenerate person as a whole.
Ill. The Core Difference
Here is the deepest theological divide:
Willard:
The Beatitudes describe the kind of person formed through life in the kingdom.
Reformers:
The Beatitudes describe the person who has already been regenerated and justified.
In other words:
Willard emphasizes formation.
Reformers emphasize regeneration and imputation first.
IV. The Question of Entrance vs. Description
This is critical.
Willard says:
They are not entrance requirements.
The Reformers would agree.
But they would add:
They are evidence of entrance through justification by faith.
They would connect them to:
Matthew 5:20 — righteousness exceeding the Pharisees
Matthew 7:17 — “Every good tree bringeth forth good fruit”
Thus:

The Beatitudes do not open the kingdom.



They reveal who is truly in it.

V. The Order Specifically

Let’s briefly compare how each might see the progression:
Beatitude Willard Reformers

Poor in spirit Recognizing brokenness opens you to kingdom life The Spirit humbles
the sinner in regeneration

Mourning Deepened awareness of sin Godly sorrow produced by grace

Meekness Trusting surrender to God  Fruit of new heart

Hunger for righteousness  Growing desire for transformation Evidence of justification
Mercy Flow of grace-received Fruit of regeneration

Pure in heart Inner transformation Result of new birth

Peacemakers Kingdom influence outward Fruit of sanctification

Persecuted Natural result of kingdom life Inevitable mark of true believer

VI. Where the Reformers Would Be Concerned

They would ask:

1. Is the new nature sovereignly given?
2. Is justification clearly prior to transformation?
3. Is perfection grounded in imputed righteousness?

If those are explicit, they would be comfortable.

If transformation language becomes foundational rather than derivative, they would object.
VII. Final Summary

Willard:

The Beatitudes show how life in the kingdom progressively transforms the person.



Reformers:

The Beatitudes describe the regenerate person whose righteousness is first imputed, then
progressively imparted.

They would not deny growth.
They would deny growth as the foundation of acceptance before God.

If you’d like, | can next show how this difference affects interpretation of:

o “Blessed are the pure in heart”
o “Blessed are the peacemakers”
o Or the persecution Beatitude specifically

Those are particularly revealing in this discussion.
Excellent — now we are at the nerve center of the difference.
The two key texts are:

Matthew 5:6 — “Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they
shall be filled.”

Matthew 5:10-12 — “Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness’ sake...”
How one understands righteousness determines how one understands persecution.

Let’s examine how Dallas Willard treats these texts in The Divine Conspiracy, and how the
classic Reformed theologians would respond.

I. “Hunger and Thirst After Righteousness” (Matt. 5:6)

Bl Willard’s Reading

Willard interprets righteousness primarily as:

o Life rightly ordered under God
. Personal transformation into Christlike character
o Participation in God’s kingdom reality

For him, this hunger is:



o A deep longing to live in harmony with God’s will
. A desire to become the kind of person who naturally does what is right

The promise “they shall be filled” refers to:

. Actual transformation
o Experiential satisfaction in kingdom life
. Real character formation

Thus righteousness is:

Primarily relational and transformational.
The Early Reformed View

Martin Luther

Luther would interpret “hunger and thirst” as the desperate longing of the convicted sinner
for alien righteousness — righteousness outside himself.

He would immediately connect it to:

Romans 1:17 — “The just shall live by faith.”

For Luther:

o The hunger is awakened by the law.

o The filling is justification by faith.

. Sanctification follows, but justification is central.
John Calvin

Calvin sees righteousness here as:

. Both imputed and imparted.

. But primarily the desire to be reconciled to God and conformed to His will.
However, Calvin’s theology insists:

The filling begins with justification — not with gradual moral improvement.



John Owen

Owen would stress:

o This hunger is evidence of regeneration.
o The Spirit creates longing for holiness.
o It presupposes union with Christ.

He would guard against interpreting this as a ladder of moral ascent.
Jonathan Edwards
Edwards would speak of:
o Holy affections
o A supernatural appetite implanted by grace
But this appetite flows from sovereign regeneration.
Key Difference So Far
Willard:
Hunger = desire for transformation into kingdom living.
Reformers:

Hunger = Spirit-produced longing for Christ’s righteousness — first imputed, then
imparted.

Il. “Persecuted for Righteousness’ Sake” (Matt. 5:10)
Now the critical question:
What kind of righteousness brings persecution?

n Willard’s Understanding



For Willard:

o A life shaped by non-retaliation
o Enemy love

. Truthfulness

o Integrity

o Mercy

Such a person will disrupt social systems of power and pride.
Thus persecution arises because:

Kingdom character exposes worldly values.

This is primarily ethical and relational.

The Reformed Understanding

The Reformers would say:

Persecution comes for two related reasons:

A. Forensic Righteousness (Justification)

Proclaiming that:

o Human works are insufficient.
o Only Christ’s righteousness saves.
o Religious systems are inadequate.

This provoked persecution in their own lives.
Luther was persecuted for justification by faith.
B. Practical Righteousness (Sanctification)
Living out holiness exposes sin.

Calvin would say:

The light of holiness offends darkness.



Edwards:
True godliness always encounters opposition.
Spurgeon:
Cain hated Abel because Abel’s righteousness condemned him.
lll. A Crucial Theological Distinction
For the Reformers:
Righteousness that provokes persecution includes:
1. The doctrine of justification by faith alone.
2. The life of sanctification flowing from that doctrine.
They would argue:
You cannot separate persecution for holy living from persecution for gospel truth.
Willard emphasizes:
Persecution arises from living the Sermon’s ethics.
Reformers would add:
Persecution also arises from preaching the imputed righteousness of Christ.
IV. The Deep Structural Difference
Willard’s framework:
Kingdom > Formation > Character > Persecution
Reformed framework:
Justification » Union with Christ > Sanctification > Persecution
The Reformers insist:

The offense of the gospel precedes the offense of Christian ethics.



V. Why This Matters

If righteousness means primarily:

Character transformation > persecution is mainly social friction.

If righteousness means primarily:

Right standing with God through Christ > persecution is theological and spiritual hostility.
The Reformers experienced both.

They would caution that minimizing forensic righteousness weakens understanding of why
persecution historically occurs.

VI. Final Comparative Summary
“Hunger for righteousness”
Willard:
Longing to become Christlike in lived reality.
Reformers:
Longing for Christ’s righteousness credited and then produced in us.
“Persecuted for righteousness”
Willard:
Persecution for kingdom-shaped character.
Reformers:
Persecution for both:
. Gospel doctrine (justification)

o Holy living (sanctification)

If you would like, | can next examine how this affects interpretation of:
“Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness” (Matt. 6:33)

That verse often becomes decisive in this discussion.



