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Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 10- The Reformers on Holiness 

 

We will next examine how the Reformers, Calvin and Luther, viewed holiness. John 

Calvin (1509-1564), a French theologian and pastor, was a reformer in Geneva, Switzerland, 

during the Protestant Reformation. His Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536), became his 

most famous work and was the bedrock of the later doctrinal stance known as Calvinism. 

Calvin, who trained as a humanist lawyer in France, was a prolific writer and thinker. Many 

churches in the Congregational, Reformed, and Presbyterian traditions look to Calvin as the 

chief expositor of their beliefs. His influence on the church is immense and continues to this 

day. (John Calvin) 

As Brandon D. Smith writes, 

Far from a crusty old man writing a stale textbook, Calvin understood that the breadth 

of his work was worthless if it did not apply itself to the life of a believer. He was 

intensely practical and pastoral in his writings, exhibiting great concern for holiness. 

When dealing with the day-to-day Christian life, he focused most closely on four major 

points: union with Christ through the Spirit, the inseparable link of faith and the Word, 

the essentiality of repentance, and the Christian’s need for self-denial. (Smith) 

In Romans 12:1-2, the apostle Paul admonishes, “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 
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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” (NASB). Jerry Bridges brings out the emphasis of conformity to 

Christ in Calvin’s thinking when he posits, 

Holiness consists in conformity to Christ. Calvin writes, “Because the Father has 

reconciled us to Himself in Christ, therefore He commands us to be conformed to Christ 

as to our pattern.” Indeed, he continues, “Unless we ardently and prayerfully devote 

ourselves to Christ’s righteousness we do not only faithlessly revolt from our Creator, 

but we also abjure Him as our Savior.”  

Calvin leaves no room for a middle ground. Either we ardently pursue the example of 

Christ or else we strongly renounce Him by our conduct and lifestyle. How different this 

standard is from the attitude of so many of today’s Christians, who are quite casual or 

halfhearted in their pursuit of Christlikeness. But from Calvin’s matter-of-fact writing 

style, it is clear that he regards a zealous pursuit of holiness as the normal Christian life.1 

Let us now turn to the “Institutes” in search of more specific references to the 

conformity to Christ Calvin esteemed so highly. 

We are now to examine how we obtain the enjoyment of those blessings which the 

Father has conferred on his only begotten Son, not for his own private use, but to enrich 

the poor and needy. And first it must be remarked, that as long as there is a separation 

between Christ and us, all that he suffered and performed for the salvation of mankind 

is useless and unavailing to us. To communicate to us what he received from his Father, 

he must, therefore, become ours, and dwell within us. On this account he is called our 

 
1 (Bridges 2013) 
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“Head,” [Eph. 4:15] and “the first-born among many brethren;” [Rom. 8:29] and we, on 

the other hand, are said to be “grafted into him,” [Rom. 11:17] and to “put him on;” 

[Gal. 3:27] for, as I have observed, whatever he possesses is nothing to us, till we are 

united to him. But though it be true that we obtain this by faith, yet, since we see that 

the communication of Christ, offered in the gospel, is not promiscuously embraced by 

all, reason itself teaches us to proceed further, and to inquire into the secret energy of 

the Spirit, by which we are introduced to the enjoyment of Christ and all his benefits 

(Institutes, 3.1.1). (Bridges) 

Here we see unity with Christ through the power of the Spirit, as noted by Smith above. 

Anglican rector Chuck Colson says of the distinctness and unity of justification and sanctification 

in Calvin’s thinking, 

For Calvin, justification and sanctification are distinct, but inseparable benefits that 

belong to all who are united to Jesus. They hold together, not because one necessarily 

causes or motivates the other, but because the benefits cohere in a person, namely 

Jesus Christ. 

For Calvin, salvation flows from our union with the living and exalted Jesus. Unless he 

dwells in us, and we in him, his death, resurrection, and exaltation are of no value to us. 

In other words, the Spirit unites us to Jesus, our Benefactor, who bestows on us the 

benefits won through his accomplishment. (Colson) 

Returning to the “Institutes” we again hear from Calvin: 

Although we may distinguish them, Christ contains both of them inseparably in himself. 

Do you wish, then, to attain righteousness in Christ? You must first possess Christ; but 
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you cannot possess him without being made partaker in his sanctification, because he 

cannot be divided into pieces (1 Cor. 1:13). Since, therefore, it is solely by expending 

himself that the Lord gives us these benefits to enjoy, he bestows both of them at the 

same time, the one never without the other. Thus it is clear how true it is that we are 

justified not without works yet not through works, since in our sharing in Christ, which 

justifies us, sanctification is just as much included as righteousness (Institutes, 3.16.1). 

(Colson) 

The late Scottish pastor and seminary professor Ronald Wallace reminds us of the 

perfection Calvin desired us to aim for, although not convinced we could hit the target in this 

life. 

Calvin describes in various terms the perfection at which we have to aim. The perfection 

of God consists in His ‘free and pure kindness’ in overcoming the malice and ingratitude 

of men. Our aim must be, therefore, to respond fittingly in our own humble sphere to 

this perfect grace in which God has presented Himself to us. It is obvious that, for Calvin 

Christian perfection is perfection of faith, for God can ask no more of us than to add 

faith to His promises and to make them the foundation of our life and salvation. This 

perfection will express itself in wholehearted self-denial, in conforming ourselves to the 

will of God when it goes against the judgment of our mind and desires of our own heart, 

and in bearing the yoke of affliction without rebellion when it pleases God to send us 

troubles of various kinds. For Calvin such perfection is unattainable in this life, we must 

strive towards it. We are never truly wholehearted in our response to Jesus Christ. The 
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Holy Spirit is never able to occupy the whole of us. For Calvin the perfect Christian man 

is he who, conscious of his sin and misery had learned to live by grace. (Wallace) 

We next move on to Martin Luther. 

Martin Luther (1483-1546) was a German reformer who ignited the Protestant 

Reformation. The nailing of his 95 Thesis to the door of the church at Wittenberg was 

neither rebellious or unusual. It was a standard procedure in inviting academic 

discussion and debate on issues of importance. Luther’s main contention was the 

Catholic Church’s selling of indulgences, the shortening of a person’s time of penance 

for sins. His other issues included religious authority and the primacy of Scripture. 

Luther’s conversion was a result of a gained revelation on Romans 1:17, realizing the 

“just shall live by faith” concerned one’s faith response to God’s invitation to 

justification. (Godfrey) 

Lutheran professor Dr. John W. Kleinig explains Lutheran theology’s heart and the place 

that holiness takes beside it.  

The theology of the Lutheran Church has been shaped by Luther’s teaching on 

justification by faith. The language of justification is derived analogically from the 

operation of the royal courts and their administration of justice. In this way of thinking, 

God is envisaged as a king, who deals with evildoers in his kingdom by the exercise of 

justice or of mercy. This judicial metaphor sets the basic framework for classical 

Lutheran theology. All aspects of the faith are related to it and seen in its light. Since this 

is so, Lutherans can at times fail to do full justice to other modes of expression in the 

Scriptures. The language of holiness, so central to Roman Catholic and Orthodox 
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theology, is an example of this. Classical Lutheran theology tends to limit its teaching on 

sanctification to the life of moral renewal and good works that follows from justification, 

even though Lutheran worship and pastoral practice hint at a broader conception than 

this. By this limitation, the Lutheran dogmatic tradition can all too easily dissociate 

holiness from its proper liturgical context and give it a social setting that obscures some 

of its distinctive features. (Kleinig) 

In writing for a seminar titled, “Christian Holiness in The Reformers,” Danilo Carvalho 

offers insight into Luther’s understanding of Christian righteousness. 

How did Luther understand a Christian righteousness? For Luther there are two kinds of 

righteousness: “the first is alien (Christ) righteousness that is the righteousness of 

another, instilled from without. This is the righteousness of Christ by which he justifies 

through faith…The second kind of righteousness is our proper righteousness, not 

because we alone work it, but because we work with that first and alien 

righteousness.” For Luther Christ righteousness “is given to men in baptism and 

whenever they are truly repentant. Therefore a man can with confidence boast in Christ 

and say: ‘Mine are Christ’s living, doing, and speaking, his suffering and dying, mine as 

much as if I had lived, done, spoken, suffered, and died as he did.’” The sinner is justified 

(declared righteous) by God through faith in the work and death of Jesus, not by our 

work or keeping of the Law. Put another way, the sinner is justified by receiving (faith) 

rather than achieving (works). Luther also says that we are saved by the alien 

righteousness of Christ, not by a righteousness of our own doing. 
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In the light of Luther’s thought the second kind of righteousness, our proper 

righteousness, is “in slaying the flesh and crucifying the desires with respect to the self, 

and also consists in love to one’s neighbour and also in meekness and fear toward God.”  

As we see above, through faith in Christ all the believers are declared righteous by God 

based entirely on the work of Christ alone. We are now called to live out our lives in 

light of our justification. We are declared holy in Christ, now we are called to live in 

accordance with this new identity. No sin should remain in those who trust in God. For 

Luther the righteousness of Christ “is primary; it is the basis, the cause, the source of all 

our own actual righteousness given in place of the original righteousness lost in 

Adam.”  Luther noted that, “What God does when we accept or take the forgiveness 

and justification offered to us is to declare us, personally, righteous. It is not that we 

have any righteousness of our own. Rather, Christ’s righteousness is granted to us, 

imputed to us. We are declared righteous in Him.” Luther also noted that imputation of 

the alien righteousness “is not instilled all at once, but it begins, makes progress, and it 

is finally perfected at the end through death.” (Carvalho)  

In his summary and comparison between Calvin and Luther, Carvalho adds, 

Calvin shared Martin Luther’s belief in the Bible as the unique rule for a life of faith and 

the doctrine of justification by faith alone. For both Christians never achieve sinless 

perfection in this life. Both defend that, sanctification and justification is the work of 

God. For Calvin, recognition of sinfulness is a necessary step and continuing necessity in 

our sanctification, we are not all that God would have us to be. For Luther there is no 

justification without sanctification, they may exist separated in the abstract, but in life 
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they are never separated. For Calvin justification and sanctification, which we perceive 

to be united together in Christ, are inseparable. For Luther there are two kind of 

righteousness ‘alien righteousness’ and our proper righteousness. For Calvin our 

Holiness brings about a genuine moral transformation and this transformation is not 

complete in this life. For Luther our proper righteousness is slaying the flesh and 

crucifying the desires with respect to the self, and also consist in love to one’s neighbour 

and also in meekness and fear toward God. For Luther faith is only possible through the 

grace of God, and is a result of God’s grace. (Carvalho) 
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