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"Be Perfect as Your Heavenly Father is Perfect" 

"Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect" (v. 48). How do you take these words from our Lord? 

I wonder whether any of us is saying, "Sure! I'll try! No problem!" If anyone feels this is a doable 
challenge, then he must have a very low standard of what "perfect" is. Notice what our Lord says: "Be 
perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect!" Of course, this doesn't mean that we have to obtain divine 
perfection. Divine perfection includes omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, along with aseity (self-
existence), eternity, and infinity, etc. No human can ever attain such perfection reserved only for God. 

So then, to be perfect as God is perfect is not about equality in measure and degree; rather, it is about 
likeness in kind: we are to be as perfect as it is humanly possible as God is as perfect as it is divinely 
possible. There are other similar expressions in the Bible. In Luke 6:36 we have, "Be merciful, even as your 
Father is merciful." And in Lev. 19:2, which Peter quotes in 1 Pet. 1:16, we have, "You shall be holy, for I 
the LORD your God am holy." What our Lord says in our passage is closely related to love: it follows His 
exhortation to love not only those who love us but also those who hate us and persecute us. But His saying 
here is not limited to love. For He does not just tell us to love as our heavenly Father loves; He commands 
us to be perfect as He is perfect (or, complete). It is more comprehensive than other similar expressions, 
which focus on different individual attributes of God. Our Lord reminds us that we are to be perfect in all 
of God's communicable attributes in likeness--not just in love and mercy and holiness but also in wisdom 
and righteousness and goodness and forbearance, etc. 

What is behind this command is the idea of man having been made in the image of God. We are to be 
perfect as God is perfect because we are made in the image of God. That is the meaning and purpose of our 
existence. 

It is quite apparent to see that this is a tall order, an impossible mission, in fact. See how often we 
disappoint God with our failures! See how often we rebel against God and His good will with our 
stubbornness! See how often we pay back God's mercy with our disobedience, complaint, ingratitude, and 
indifference! Even so, God forgives us seventy times seven, everyday. Can we say we are merciful as God 
is, even to our loved ones? And are we as holy as God is? Do we hate sin as He does? Do we love 
righteousness as He does? How about love? Think of the individuals you can't stand, those you avoid at all 
cost. No, just think of the ones that irk you. Can you think of loving them as you love your little ones 
(especially the ones that have not yet hit the terrible twos), or as much as you love yourself? No wonder 
Paul declares, "For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God" (Rom. 3:23)! 

It's obvious that Jesus' command is an impossible mission. I wonder whether Jesus knew that. And my 
guess is that, yes, He knew it-- in fact, far better than we do. Then, why did He issue this command? Isn't it 
a really cruel thing to demand someone to do something he cannot possibly do--especially if he is to be 
punished for the failure (with eternal damnation)? 

This question is often raised by many people. How can God condemn anyone to hell if he is born totally 
depraved and therefore totally unable to keep God's commands and be perfect as God is? Again, this is a 
difficult question, fraught with so many moral, philosophical difficulties. We cannot address it fully here. 
Even if we did, we probably would not get an answer that satisfies everyone. But I hope we can at least see 
that, even so, God is obligated to put forth before us what is good and right. Think of having a pathological 
liar as a child. We may know that he's been lying to us and most likely will do it again. How should we deal 
with him, then? Should we just accept him the way he is and leave him be? Should we not still remind him 
that lying is a terrible thing to do to another? I'm not saying that simply telling him and calling him on his 
lying will solve his problem. But we must not give up on reminding him what is right and wrong! What is 



right is right and what is wrong is wrong, whether we are able to do the right thing or stay away from the 
wrong. We cannot, and must not, compromise the standard just because people have a hard time with it. 
Lying is lying even if nobody tells the truth! 

But is that all Jesus is doing in today's passage? Is He simply showing us the high standard of God so we 
would recognize the sheer impossibility of entering into heaven with our own merit and goodness? After 
all, Paul said, "The Scripture imprisoned everything under sin [through the law], so that the promise by 
faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. Now before faith came, we were held captive 
under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would be revealed" (Gal. 3:22-23). This is what we call 
the dialogical use of the law: it was given to expose our sinfulness and thereby teach us that our salvation 
cannot be by our works; it can only be through faith in Jesus Christ. Is that what our Lord is doing in 
today's passage? Showing how we cannot possibly meet His demand so we would put our trust in Him for 
our salvation? 

That cannot be denied. But the question is whether that was all that our Lord intended when He spoke these 
words--just to intensify our guilt. I do not believe so. I believe we have every reason to believe that our 
Lord meant what He said: He wants us to be perfect as God is perfect! He expects us to be with all 
sincerity. As a holy and just God, He cannot expect anything else, especially from His people! 

How can He do so when He knows perfectly well how weak and incapable we are? But consider all the 
biblical evidences! If the standard of perfection were negotiable (on account of our inability), then why did 
God have to sacrifice His beloved Son? God could have judged us according to our own imperfect merit 
and saved those that are better among us. But He did not. Jesus had to come and live a life of perfect 
goodness. He had to sacrifice His life for the full payment of all our sins. All because the standard of 
perfection had to be upheld and not compromised in any way! And that is ultimately why He came and did 
what He did and is doing what He is doing: to make us perfect as God is perfect! 

If so, we cannot say that the standard of perfection does not apply to us anymore since Christ has fulfilled it 
on our behalf. It does not apply to us as the condition, or the prerequisite, for our justification--that is, to be 
pardoned of our sin and declared righteous on account of Christ's sacrifice and goodness. But the standard 
of perfection does apply to us as the mode of our life as God's beloved children. The biblical view of 
salvation is much more than being rescued from drowning and taken out of water. It includes living and 
thriving as God's image-bearers, as His beloved children, fully and completely! 

Why is it that we have a problem accepting this simple principle that God desires perfection from us? It's 
pretty obvious what will happen if we accept this standard of perfection while we are not capable of living 
up to it, when we are not even close! We will be living with a constant feeling of guilt because, no matter 
how good of a job we do, it will still not be perfect! We will have to repent not only of our violation of 
God's law; we will have to repent even of our best works. As a Puritan prayed, "Under the conviction of thy 
Spirit I learn that / the more I do, the worse I am, / the more I know, the less I know, / the more holiness I 
have, the more sinful I am, / the more I love, the more there is to love. / O wretched man that I am" (The 
Valley of Vision, "Paradoxes," p. 72)! "[M]y best prayers are stained with sin; / my penitential tears are so 
much impurity…. I need to repent of my repentance; / I need my tears to be washed" (The Valley of 
Vision, "Continual Repentance," p. 76). That sounds like a pretty miserable existence, doesn't it? And talk 
about a bad self-image! 

But think about this. How does it profit us to feel good about ourselves when we are miserably failing to 
meet God's standard? Denial may give us a temporary relief. Delusion may keep our emotions afloat above 
the harsh reality of our life. But like a house of cards, it will soon crumble and come crashing down. And 
much more painful will be the fall! 

Is feeling guilty a bad thing? It is bad in the sense that it comes as a result of having done something wrong. 
But given the fact that we do what we are not supposed to do and not to what we ought to do, is it bad to 
feel guilty for all our wrongdoings and failures? Not at all! In fact, wouldn't it be so much worse if we 



didn't feel guilty when we did something wrong? If someone did something horrible to you and didn't feel 
any remorse, how would you feel? We have a name for such a person, don't we? A sociopath. As we can 
imagine, such a person poses an extreme danger. It is more human to live in guilt than to live in shameless 
impertinence. This is so because this sense of guilt is one of the unique qualities of man who is made in the 
image of God. 

We should be very concerned that so many efforts are made these days to dehumanize human in that sense-
-by getting rid of guilt. We can understand that because we don't like to feel guilty: it is not a pleasant 
feeling, to say the least. Its weight can be crushing, devastatingly and maddeningly so. Think of Lady 
Macbeth in Shakespeare's Macbeth, who went mad on account of the guilt she felt for murdering King 
Duncan. Think of Raskolnikov in Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment, whose soul is feverishly afflicted 
with guilt and fear after his murder of an old pawnbroker and her sister. So many try to get rid of this 
feeling of guilt because it is so tormenting. One way they do this is by providing all kinds of excuses for 
our bad behavior, by blaming our parents, our upbringing, our environment, our disadvantages, and our 
genes--everything else except ourselves! And they attribute our guilt to the social pressures that have been 
forced on us. They view morality as the society's attempt to control its members. Why should we succumb 
to them to the point of feeling guilty when they are only arbitrary social standards? 

But here is the problem: getting rid of the symptom does not take care of the real, underlying problem. We 
may get annoyed by the warning light on the dashboard of our car! But how foolish it would be to get rid of 
the dashboard and think that our problem was solved! The guilty feeling is like the warning light on the 
dashboard of our conscience. That feeling of guilt is not our problem! The problem is the sin that produces 
it! Getting rid of our guilty feeling will not remove our guilt or the punishment we deserve! And if we do 
manage to remove it, we will be no different than the animals. In fact, we would be even worse because we 
have the intelligence and capacity to do so much evil without any constraint! 

Of course, I'm hardly extolling guilty feeling as a virtue. A virtuous man should not do anything, which 
makes him feel guilty. But for us to do something wrong and not feel guilty would be a terrible thing! And 
our Lord is not suggesting that we should live under the crushing weight of guilt constantly. How tragic our 
life would be if we as sinners were condemned to guilty feelings and punishment for all the evils we have 
done--although that's what we deserve! Praise God that God has provided a remedy for our sins and for our 
guilty feelings! Think about the difference the gospel makes by comparing Judas Iscariot and Peter. The 
two were guilty of the same thing--denying Jesus in one way or the other. On the one hand, Judas hanged 
himself. Peter, on the other hand, just wept bitterly. When you compare the two according to the worldly 
standard, who's better? Judas would be considered heroic and Peter would be considered cowardly. But 
what happens when the gospel of Jesus Christ is brought into the equation? Totally the opposite! It is 
foolish to consider oneself beyond the reaches of God's grace and despair. It is wise to acknowledge one's 
sin and receive God's offer of forgiveness and acceptance. "For godly grief produces a repentance that leads 
to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief produces death" (2 Cor. 7:10). Yes, God does convict us 
of our sin and guilt. But, like a doctor who gives an accurate diagnosis of his patient's condition so that he 
can heal him, if God convicts us of our sins, it is to forgive us and heal us of our brokenness! 

But is that a way to live--to constantly feel inadequate and guilty? Is that what God wants from us? Of 
course not! He wants us to rejoice always! But this joy we are talking about is somewhat complex, isn't it? 
It is an evangelical joy, a joy that is grounded in the gospel of Jesus Christ. That means, it is a joy that is a 
product of understanding God's saving grace, which cannot be appreciated without acknowledging our hell-
deserving sinfulness. This joy is the music that is produced when the bow of God's grace is drawn across 
the string of our awareness of our sinfulness. Our evangelical joy is double-sided--recognizing the two 
most amazing wonders joined together at the cross: "the wonders of redeeming love and my unworthiness" 
(Elizabeth C. Clephane, "Beneath the Cross of Jesus"). As Dostoevsky said, "The darker the night, the 
brighter the stars. The deeper the grief, the closer is God" (Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishmenti)! 

And why should we strive to be perfect even though it is impossible? Is it because we want to show that we 
can do it? Is it to be approved by God for the perfect performance we render so we can feel good about 
ourselves and boast? Is it not because God calls us to be perfect as He is perfect, because we are God's 



children and we ought to be like Him? Our inability to be perfect should not be an excuse not to strive for 
perfection. 

Consider how Paul lived. He says in 1 Cor. 15:8-10, "Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also 
to me. For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church 
of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, 
I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me." He considered 
himself the least of the apostles because he persecuted the church of God. This, he never forgot. This fact 
appears in every testimony he gives about his conversion. But, while he never forgot, he was not a captive 
of his past in the dungeon of despair, shackled with guilty feelings. No, he worked harder than any of the 
apostles! He was anxious to show that God's grace toward him was not in vain! And he did not forget to 
give all glory to God's grace and mercy toward him, testifying that he was what he was, and if there was 
anything good in his life, it was all by the grace of God. 

Do you know what this means? It is not enough that we strive to be a good parent, a good child, a good 
sibling, a good spouse, a good boss or employee! God calls us to be a perfect parent, a perfect child, a 
perfect sibling, a perfect spouse, a perfect boss or employee! We cannot be judges of God's Word and 
decide that being good enough is good enough when God calls us to be perfect as He is perfect! 

Are we proud because we are a good enough dad or husband or whatever your role is? Maybe we are not 
proud because we know a Christian should never be proud or boastful. But maybe we are content and 
satisfied because we think we are good enough--or, not as bad as some others around us. Maybe that is why 
we have a hard time thinking about what to pray for, or even staying awake through our prayers--because 
we are complacent in our good-enough-ness! Maybe that is why we don't cry out to God with urgency and 
desperation! We feel like we are doing an adequate job of being whatever God calls us to do! But adequate 
according to whose standard? Our own standard of mediocrity or God's standard of perfection? So we don't 
cling to Christ every moment of our day. When we deal with other people, we think we can handle it with 
our own knowledge and wisdom and experience. We think we can convince people with our logic and 
argument. We think we can change them if we nag enough, or talk just in the right way. Instead, let us pray 
urgently and fervently! Only the power of Christ's perfection can enable us to be perfect! So, let us live in 
humble reliance on Him as we walk in a prayer spirit, even when we are doing what we feel confident 
about! This is the Christian mystery: we are made perfect when we live by faith in union with the Perfect 
One, our Lord Jesus Christ! 

And more importantly, we have this assurance that our perfect heavenly Father, who began a good work in 
us will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ (Phil. 1:6)! With all of His perfection--His perfect 
power, His perfect wisdom, His perfect love--He will bring to its glorious perfection what He decreed 
before the foundation of the world with His irrevocable, unalterable will, what He paid for with the very 
life of His Son, what He is working for with His unstoppable, indefatigable zeal--our perfection in the 
image of God! Our destiny for perfection is set. Let us not resist it. But let us wholly embrace it by faith. 
Let us strive to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect. If we should fail and falter, as we will, let us 
not be discouraged or despair! For the blood of Jesus Christ transforms our sorrow into godly grief, which 
produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret (2 Cor. 7:10)! What have we to fear! 
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