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Is Perfect Possible? 
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Matthew 5:48 
 
Matthew 5:48, our text for this morning, is Jesus’ summary statement for everything He has said up 
to this point in the Sermon on the Mount. This single verse sums up not only what has already been 
said and will be said in the rest of the sermon, but it is the sum teaching of all the Scriptures. If the 
bar didn’t quite seem beyond reach before, it certainly does now. Who can measure up to a perfect 
standard? Who can attain such a requirement? The answer: no one. That’s the point. The Sermon on 
the Mount isn’t meant to give us a set of hoops that we must jump though in order to gain the 
Kingdom – though there have been entire religious movements built off that false assumption. We 
need to be clear about the fact that Jesus isn’t laying out a set of rules and regulations that if they are 
followed will earn us salvation.  
 
Martyn Lloyd Jones rightly says, “We feel that the Ten Commandments, the ordinary moral 
standards of decency, are difficult enough; but these statements about not even looking with lust, 
about going the second mile and throwing in the cloak together with the coat, and so on. There is 
nothing more discouraging than the Sermon on the Mount; it seems to throw us right out, and to 
damn our every effort before we have started. It seems utterly impossible!”  
 
The Sermon on the Mount doesn’t tell us how good we are; it doesn’t stroke our egos; it doesn’t 
build us up. Rather, it tears us down. It dismantles our pride, decimates our self-sufficiency, and 
destroys any perception that we can attain God’s righteous standard on our own. It’s meant to cut 
the feet of self-achievement right out from under us and leave us with not a shred of hope apart 
from the grace of Christ in our lives. The whole point of the Sermon on the Mount is to expose our 
hearts, show us how we fail to meet God’s exacting requirements, lead us to an overwhelming 
sense of spiritual bankruptcy, and then to point us to our need of a Savior who, alone, can empower 
us to meet God’s righteous standard of perfection. You see, the great purpose of salvation, the goal 
of the gospel, and the great yearning of the heart of God is for all men to become like Him. 1 
 
Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Matthew, recording Jesus’ words, under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, writes: 
 

You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect. Matthew 5:48 
 

Brothers and sisters, “the grass withers and the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.” 
 
 

                                                
1John MacArthur, Matthew 1–7, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1985), 350. 



I. GOD IS PERFECT; THEREFORE, HIS STANDARD IS PERFECTION.  
 

There are three words in the in the Bible that are translated perfect  - two in the Old Testament 
and one in the New Testament. The first is the Hebrew word (MyIm;Dt - tamim), which carries the idea 
of being without blemish, without spot, complete, full, undefiled, or whole. It was used of God in 
Deuteronomy 32:4, “The Rock, his work is perfect, for all his ways are justice. A God of 
faithfulness and without iniquity, just and upright is He.” It was often used to refer to sacrificial 
animals without “blemish” (cf. Exodus 12:5). It was used to describe those who were “blameless” 
before the Lord, such as Noah (cf. Genesis 6:9) and David (cf. 2 Samuel 22:24).  
 
The second word is the Hebrew word (MElÎv - shalem), from shalom, which means whole, complete, 
or just. But in the New Testament, the major word for perfect is the Greek word (te÷leioß - 

teleios).  It carries the idea of growth, coming to full age, being fully developed, or ripe. It’s often 
translated “mature” (cf. Colossians 1:28-29), but in the present context of Matthew 5:48 the 
meaning is that of perfection. Jesus is land blasting any perceived goodness we might think we 
have.  We must be perfect because God, the Righteous Judge, is perfect and He is the standard.  
 
That perfection is to be an absolute perfection which includes: perfect adherence to the Beatitudes 
(Matthew 5:1-12), perfect salt and perfect light (v. 13-16), the absence of even the faintest angry 
thought (v. 21-26), lustful thought (v.27-32), unfulfilled word (v.33-37), desire to retaliate when 
we are injured (v.38-42), and love for our enemies (v.43-47). In other words, if a man could live 
the way Jesus told us to live in Matthew 5, he would truly be perfect. 
 
Jesus is setting out a breathtaking description of morality which makes God Himself to be the 
standard. God has never and will never lower His standard to accommodate humans; instead, He 
sets forth His absolute holiness as the standard. We are to be holy for the Lord our God is holy 
(Leviticus 19:2); loving because God is love (1 John 4:7ff); and perfect, as our Heavenly Father is 
perfect (Matthew 5:48). We don’t have to look far to see that the demand of the Scriptures is 
unerring holiness and exacting perfection – this is clear on every page of the Bible. We are to be 
blameless as Jesus is blameless. The problem is that sin entered into the world in Genesis 3 and 
because of the disobedience of one man, the many were made sinners (cf. Romans 5:19).    

 
 
II. WE ARE FALLEN AND CAN NEVER MEET GOD’S STANDARD.  
 

Mans greatest problem is that he cannot live up to God’s righteous standard of perfection. We all 
fall short of God’s standard and in doing so, we show ourselves to be sinners. That’s what sin is. 
Paul wrote, “There is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” 
Romans 3:22–23. The Greek verb “sinned” (aJmarta¿nw - hamartano) means to err, offend, or 
trespass. But maybe more illustrative is hamartano’s meaning to miss the mark and, as a result, 
not to share in the prize. This word was actually taken from the world of competitive archery, 
and refers to the arrows of those who fall short and miss the target. This is true of all men. Each 



one of us without exception have missed the mark of God’s righteous standard. We are sinners. 
Quick theological quiz: are we sinners because we have sinned or do we sin because we are 
sinners? This doesn’t just make for a good riddle, it’s vitally important that we understand this 
distinction if we are to have a right view of sin and thus a right view of ourselves. The Bible’s 
answer is that we sin because we are sinners by nature. We are born with a sinful nature, already 
corrupt, under the curse, without excuse, and justly deserving punishment (cf. Psalm 51:5). God’s 
standard is a bulls-eye and no one, save Jesus, has ever hit it. We have all fallen short. As a result, 
no one will ever enter heaven by way of his or her own efforts.      

 
Lest we wonder how Jesus can demand the impossible, it’s important to note that later, in 
Matthew 19:26, He says, “With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.” 
That which God demands, He provides the power to accomplish. The impossible righteousness 
that God demands becomes possible for those who trust in Jesus Christ, because He gives them 
His righteousness. Jesus makes perfect the imperfect by means of imputing His own perfection to 
bankrupt and ruined sinners’ accounts.  
 
Turn over to Psalm 18:30-32 for a moment. David writes, “ This God - His way is perfect (tamim); 
the Word of the Lord proves true; He is a shield for all those who take refuge in Him. For who is 
God, but the Lord? And who is a rock, except our God? - the God who equipped me with 
strength and made my way blameless (tamim).” Do you see what David does here? He answers 
the question: who is God? God is the One who is perfect. What does this perfect God do in verse 
32? He works to make sinful men blameless or perfect. But how does God do this? I’m glad you 
asked! Bible teachers have often understood God’s perfecting of the saints in one way (salvation 
by grace) that has three distinct facets. He perfects us positionally at salvation by perfecting our 
record. Second, He is currently at work practically perfecting us in the Christian life. Third, He 
will perfect us completely at the moment of our death.  
 
 

III. GOD MAKES US PERFECT POSITIONALLY – JUSTIFICATION. 
 

How good does a man have to be to please God? Jesus’ answer was, “As good as God is.” That’s 
what he means by, “You must be perfect, as your Heavenly Father is perfect.” God is not 
satisfied with anything less than absolute perfection. How good does a man have to be to stand 
in the presence of God? Jesus’ answer was, “He has to be as good as God is.” If one falls the 
slightest degree short of the standard of God’s inviolable, unalterable holiness, he is 
unacceptable to God. The prophet Habakkuk says that in Habakkuk 1:13, “Your eyes are too 
pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrongdoing.” So God must do something to perfect our 
sinful, marred record. But how does He do this?  
 
In order to understand why and how God perfects our sinful, marred record, we need to 
understand that our sin is much more vast and pervasive than what it does to the individual 
sinner. Sin, at its core, is an offense against God. It is to declare war against His holiness and 



justice. When we like sheep go astray (Isaiah 53:6)  – and we all do – we, in effect, declare war 
against God. And because God is holy – that is, He is set apart, without sin, and perfect in all 
His ways – He cannot simply ignore or overlook the treachery of our sin.  
 
I’ve said this before, but it bears repeating – God never exclusively forgives sin. In order for 
God’s justice to be upheld and satisfied, all sin, no matter how minor we might consider it to be, 
must be atoned for. It can be forgiven when it is atoned for, but not apart from it. Consequently, 
God became a man (cf. John 1:14), took on human flesh, was tempted in every way as we are, 
yet without sin (cf. Hebrews 4:15), which qualified Him, the innocent, to bear sin’s penalty on 
the cross in our place, subsequently cancelling all claims of justice against the sinner (cf. 
Colossians 2:14) who repents forever. It is on the basis of Jesus’ completed and acceptable work 
on cross that God can forgive a guilty sinner. You see, the cross isn’t just an example. Nor is it a 
meaningless tragedy. It is the place where God punished sin and cancelled its claims against 
those who put their hope in Christ alone. The writer of Hebrews speaks about this aspect of 
God’s work of perfecting His children when he writes, “For by one offering He has perfected for 
all time those who are being sanctified” Hebrews 10:14.2    
 
The cross allows God to justify guilty sinners. Justification is a legal term that essentially means 
to hold harmless by declaring innocent. The moment a person repents (turns from their sin) and 
places their faith in Christ alone for their salvation, God applies the sinless life and 
substitutionary death of Christ to their account and forgives the sinner full and free on the basis 
of His justice being satisfied in the death of Christ. All of my sin – past, present, and future, paid 
for by Christ on the cross and all of His righteousness imputed to my account. Paul sums this up 
when he says, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God” 2 Corinthians 5:21. From a legal and positional perspective, every 
true believer is already perfect. This is reflected in one of my favorite hymns – Hallelujah! What 
a Savior: 
   
Man of Sorrows! what a name   Bearing shame and scoffing rude,      Guilty, vile, and helpless we; 
For the Son of God, who came   In my place condemned He stood;   Spotless Lamb of God was He; 
Ruined sinners to reclaim.   Sealed my pardon with His blood.    Full atonement! can it be? 
Hallelujah! What a Savior!          Hallelujah! What a Savior!            Hallelujah! What a Savior!3 
 
 

IV. GOD MAKES US PERFECT PRACTICALLY – SANCTIFICATION.  
 

If justification is the event of being made positionally perfect (cf. John 5:24), sanctification is the 
process of being made practically and continually perfect. Sanctification begins at the moment 
of conversion and ends when we breathe life’s final breath or Jesus returns to take us home. In 
other words, it’s the parenthesis that exists between conversion and death. The biblical doctrine 

                                                
2 James Montgomery Boice, The Sermon on the Mount (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1972), 148. 
3 Philip Bliss, Hallelujah! What a Savior, 1875. 



of progressive, or ongoing, sanctification teaches that though perfect in one sense, we are far 
from perfect in another sense.    

 
To set this perfection before His followers means that Jesus saw them, and subsequently us, as 
always having something for which to strive. No matter how far along the path of Christian 
service we are, there is still something to aim for. There is a wholeheartedness about being a 
Christian; all that we have and all that we are must be taken up into service of the Father.4   

 
Because God is perfect, those who are truly His children will move in the direction of his perfect 
standard. If you are stalled, or if you are slipping in the opposite direction, it is right that you 
examine yourself. Pursuing the standard of perfection does not mean we can never fail. It means 
that when we fail, we deal with it. Those with true faith will fail - and in some cases, fail 
pathetically and frequently - but a genuine believer will, as a pattern of life, be confessing sin 
and coming to the Father for forgiveness (1 John 1:9). Perfection is the standard. Direction is the 
test. If your life does not reveal growth in grace and righteousness and holiness, you need to 
examine the reality of your faith - even if you believe you have done great things in the name of 
Christ.5  

 
JESUS ISN’T TEACHING THE DOCTRINE OF CHRISTIAN PERFECTIONISM 
 
There is a wave of teaching out there referred to as the Holiness Movement. This modern 
Holiness Movement arose largely, though not exclusively, from John Wesley’s teaching of 
Christian perfectionism. Many  teachers who claim to follow in Wesley’s theological footsteps 
have built great dreams upon Matthew 5:48 of reaching a state of sinless perfection in this life. 
But the words of Jesus cannot be pressed into meaning this without causing discord in the 
content of the Sermon on the Mount. He has already indicated in the Beatitudes that a hunger 
and thirst after righteousness is a perpetual characteristic of His disciples (5:6), and in the next 
chapter He will teach us to be careful that we don’t become self righteous, that we pray 
continually, seek forgiveness for our debts, invest in treasures in heaven instead of earth, guard 
our hearts, and be anxious for nothing. These are all clear indications that Jesus did not expect 
His followers to become morally perfect in this life. Furthermore, John reminds us, “If we say we 
have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say we have not 
sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us” 1 John 1:8-10. 
 
Unfortunately, a “sinless state” is not supported by either the Bible or human experience. James 
reminds us, “We all stumble in many ways. And if anyone does not stumble in what he says, he 
is a perfect man” James 3:2. What is James teaching here? He is reminding us that no one is 
perfect!  
 

                                                
4 Leon Morris, PNTC: The Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1992), 134. 
5 John MacArthur, The Gospel According to Jesus.  



 
Paul certainly didn’t see himself as having arrived, or as sinlessly perfect. In Romans 7 he said, 
“For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I 
hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree with the law, that it is good. So now it is no longer I 
who do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in 
my flesh. For I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I do not 
do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing” Romans 7:15-19. 
 
Later he said, “Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to 
make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Brothers, I do not consider that I 
have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to 
what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 
Jesus” Philippians 3:12-14 

 
A. GOD’S RESPONSIBILITY IN SANCTIFICATION (GOD WORKS IN) 

 
For believers, it is Christ in us the hope of glory (Colossians 1:27) who empowers us by His 
indwelling Spirit (Galatians 5:16-18, 24; Romans 8:13) to live the way the Father commands. 
Christ is now our life (Colossians 3:4) As one person has noted, if you remove the "a" from 
"Christian" and place it at the front what you see is “A Christ In”! What God commands and 
demands, He empowers and enables that it might be accomplished.  
 
In Colossians 1:28-29 Paul illustrated this divine dynamic in his own life writing, “We 
proclaim Him (Christ in us the hope or absolute assurance of glory), admonishing every man 
and teaching every man with all wisdom, so that we may present every man complete 
(teleios - fully mature) in Christ. For this purpose also I labor, striving according to His power 
(energeia – God’s effectual working in believers), which mightily works (present tense = 
continually) within me.”  

 
B. YOUR RESPONSIBILITY IN SANCTIFICATION (YOU WORK OUT) 

 
Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts, and do not go on 
presenting the members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present 
yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of 
righteousness to God.  Romans 6:12–13 
 
Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and 
holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do not be 
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may 
prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.  Romans 12:1-2 
 
 



 
I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached to others, I myself 
will not be disqualified.  1 Corinthians 9:27 
 
So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now 
much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God 
who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.  Philippians 2:12–13 
 
But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.  
James 1:22 
 
Like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your behavior;  1 Peter 1:15 

 
 

V. GOD MAKES US PERFECT FINALLY – GLORIFICATION.  
 

The final stage of God’s work of perfecting the saints is to perfect them completely and finally at 
the moment of death. This is the comforting grace that transforms the believers’ view of death. Is 
death an enemy? Yes, it’s the last enemy for the believer (1 Corinthians 15:26). But it is also the 
portal of perfection which we will never know in this life. Paul’s words encourage us, “Just as we 
have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven” 1 
Corinthians 15:49. Paul also reminds us, “To live is Christ and to die is gain” Philippians 1:21.  
 
Death brings the believer into the presence of Christ which results in the believer becoming 
perfectly Christlike. John tells us, “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared 
as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will 
see Him just as He is. And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is 
pure” 1 John 3:2-3  

 
A SURE PROMISE 
Let me leave you with this sure promise this morning. Paul writes, “For I am confident of this very 
thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus” 
Philippians 1:6. 
 
1. God never has and never will begin something that He doesn’t bring to completion.  
2. You will inevitably become like Jesus – that is the good work!  
3. God won’t give up on His purpose of making you like Christ - even when you want Him to.  

 
James Montgomery Boice says, “This is a great principle. God is determined to lead you in 
righteousness. So when you sin, He will deal gently with you if He can, But He will also deal 
roughly when he must. In fact, He will even break your life into little pieces if he is forced to do 
it. That is how committed God is to making you like His Son.  



IS PERFECT POSSIBLE?  
Perfect isn’t only possible, it’s imperative. Without holiness, no one will see the Lord (Hebrews 
12:14).   

 
CLOSING BENEDICTION: 
Hear this benediction as we bring our corporate worship to a close. Paul, in Philippians 1:6, writes, 
“For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the 
day of Christ Jesus” Philippians 1:6. And all God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in peace.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


