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Apology	—	Robert	Barclay	—205-207		
Perfection	is	possible	
extract	of	Proposition	VIII	§	i,	ii	
	
	
§	i.		We	have	attributed	justification	to	the	revelation	of	
Jesus	Christ	formed	and	born	in	the	heart,	doing	his	works	
of	righteousness	there	and	bringing	forth	the	fruits	of	the	
Spirit.		So	now	the	question	is,	how	far	Christ	may	prevail	
within	us	while	we	are	in	this	life,	or	how	far	we	can	prevail	
over	our	souls’	enemies	by	his	strength.1			Those	that	argue	
that	justification	is	wholly	outside	them,	and	deny	the	
necessity	of	being	clothed	with	real	and	inward	
righteousness,	do	therefore	say	that	it	is	“impossible”	for	a	
man,	even	“the	best	of	men,	to	be	free	of	sin	in	this	life,	
which	no	man	ever	was.”	On	the	contrary,	they	say	that	no	
one	can	“neither	by	himself	nor	by	any	grace	received	in	this	
life”	(Oh!		a	wicked	thing	to	say	against	the	power	of	God’s	
Grace!)	“keep	the	commandments	of	God	perfectly,	but	that	
everyone	breaks	the	commandments	in	thought,	word,	and	
deed.”2		In	addition	they	also	affirm,	as	was	said	a	little	
before	this,	that	the	very	best	actions	of	the	saints,	their	
prayers	and	worship,	are	impure	and	polluted.	
On	the	contrary,	our	position	is	this:	We	freely	

acknowledge	those	things	to	be	true	about	natural,	fallen	
man	in	his	degenerate*	first	condition,	no	matter	what	his	
words*	or	pretense	may	be,	as	long	as	he	is	unconverted	
																																																								
1	Latin:	vel	nos	virtute	ejus	contra	animarum	nostrarum	inimicos	defendere	
possit;	“or	can	defend	us	against	the	enemies	of	our	souls	by	his	strength.”	
2	These	are	the	words	of	the	Westminster	Larger	Catechism.		RB	
									Written	in	1646,	the	Westminster	Confession	of	Faith	was	intended	for	
use	in	the	Church	of	England;	it	was	later	adopted	by	Presbyterians,	
Congregationalists,	and	Baptists.		The	Westminster	Larger	Catechism	was	
written	concurrently.	
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and	unregenerate.		Nevertheless	we	do	believe	that,	when	
Christ	is	formed	in	them	and	the	new	man	is	brought	forth	
and	born	of	the	incorruptible	seed,	it	is	possible	for	such	
people	to	cling	to	it	so	closely	that	they	are	not	daily	
transgressors	of	the	law	of	God,	since	that	holy	birth	and	the	
human	united	with	it	naturally	do	the	will	of	God.		To	clarify	
the	controversy,	consider	the	following:	
§	ii.		First,	we	do	not	attribute	this	possibility	to	man’s	own	
will	and	ability,	in	his	condition	as	a	man,	in	his	natural	state	
as	the	son	of	fallen	Adam.		It	doesn’t	matter	how	wise	or	
knowing	he	may	be,	nor	how	much	intellectual	and	learned	
knowledge	of	Christ	he	may	have	by	which	he	tries	to	obey	
the	letter	of	the	outward	law.	
Second,	we	attribute	the	possibility	of	perfection	entirely	

to	man	when	he	is	born	again,3	renewed	in	his	mind,	raised	
by	Christ,	knowing	that	Christ	is	alive,	reigning	and	ruling	in	
him,	guiding	and	leading	him	by	his	Spirit,	revealing	in	him	
the	law	of	the	Spirit	of	life,	which	not	only	shows	and	
reproves	sin	but	also	gives	the	power	to	come	out	of	it.	
Third,	we	do	not	believe	that	this	perfection	or	freedom	

from	sin*	is	something	that	does	not	allow	for	daily	growth.		
We	do	not	mean	that	human	beings	could	be	as	pure,	holy,	
and	perfect	as	God	is	in	his	divine	attributes	of	wisdom,	
knowledge	and	purity.		We	only	understand	it	as	a	
perfection	which	is	in	proportion	to	the	measure	of	each	man,	
which	keeps	us	from	transgressing	the	law	of	God,	and	
makes	us	able	to	do	what	he	requires	of	us.		The	man	who	
increased	his	two	talents	and	made	them	four	did	his	work	
perfectly,	and	his	Lord	accepted	him	and	called	him	a	“good	
and	faithful	servant”4	no	less	than	the	man	who	increased	
his	five	talents	to	ten.		A	small	amount	of	gold	is	perfect	gold	
in	its	measure,	the	same	as	a	large	amount,	and	a	child	has	a	
																																																								
3	John	3:7	
4	Matthew	25:23	
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perfect	body	the	same	as	a	man,	though	the	child	grows	
more	and	more	every	day.		Luke	2:52	says	that	Christ	
“increased	in	wisdom	and	stature,	and	in	favor	with	God	
and	man,”	although	before	that	time	he	had	never	sinned,	
and	no	doubt	was	perfect	in	a	true	and	proper	sense.	
Fourth,	though	a	person	can	experience	this	for	a	time,	

and	therefore	everyone	ought	to	try	to	attain	it,	yet	we	
recognize	that	those	that	have	attained	it	in	their	measure	
may	fall	into	iniquity	and	lose	it	for	a	time	because	of	the	
tricks	and	temptations	of	the	enemy,	if	they	don’t	stay	on	
guard	and	diligently	focus	on	that	of	God	in	the	heart.		And	
we	don’t	doubt	that	many	good	and	holy	men	who	have	
entered	into	everlasting	life	have	had	several	ebbings	and	
flowings	of	this	kind.		Although	every	sin	weakens	a	man	in	
his	spiritual	condition,	still	it	does	not	destroy	him	
completely,	or	make	him	unable	to	rise	again.	
Finally,	I	affirm	that	after	a	man	has	achieved	a	condition	

in	which	he	may	not	sin,	still,	it’s	possible	that	he	may	sin.		
Nevertheless	I	don’t	deny	that	some	may	attain	a	condition	
in	this	life	in	which	righteousness	becomes	so	natural	to	the	
regenerate	soul,	so	that	in	the	stability	of	that	condition	they	
cannot	sin.		Perhaps	others	can	speak	about	this	condition	
with	more	certainty	because	they	have	arrived	at	it.		I	must	
speak	modestly,	recognizing	that	I	have	not	arrived	at	such	
a	condition,	however	I	don’t	dare	deny	that	it	exists,	because	
it	seems	to	be	asserted	so	positively	by	the	apostle	in	these	
words:	“Whoever	has	been	born	of	God	does	not	sin	because	
the	seed	of	God	remains	in	him,	and	he	cannot	sin”	(I	John	
3:9).	

	

Source:	Robert	Barclay,	Apology	for	the	True	Christian	
Divinity,	Proposition	VIII	§	i,	ii	(Glenside	PA:	Quaker	
Heritage	Press,	2002)	pp.	205-207;	and	Roberti	Barclaii,	
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Teologiae	verè	Christianae	apologia,	facsimile	(Amsterdam:	
Jacob	Claus,	1676)	pp.	152-154.  


