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John Calvin on “Faith,” from Institutes of the Christian Religion (3.2.1-7)

32- 50 (BL) NERKHHE

Faith: Its Definition Set Forth, and Its Properties Explained

3.21 B0V SR ERE The Object of Faith is Christ
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But it will be easy to understand all these matters after a clearer definition of faith has been
presented, to enable our readers to grasp its force and nature. We may well recall here what was
explained before: First, God Iays down for us through the law what we should do; if we then fail
in any part of it, that dreadful sentence of eternal death which it pronounces will rest upon us. Secondly,
it is not only hard, but above our strength and beyond all our abilities, to fulfill the Iaw to the
letter; thus, if we look to ourselves only, and ponder what condition we deserve, no trace of good
hope will remain; but cast away by God, we shall lie under eternal death. Thirdly, it has been explained
that there is but one means of liberation that can rescue us from such miserable calamity: the
appearance of Christ the Redeemer, through whose hand the Heavenly Father, pitying us out of
his infinite goodness and mercy, willed to help us; if, indeed, with firm faith we embrace this mercy
and rest in it with steadfast hope.
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But now we ought to examine what this farth ought to be like, through which those adopted by God
as his children come to possess the Heavenly Kingdom, since it is certain that no mere opinion or
even persuasion is capable of bringing so great a thing to pass. Ad we must scrutinize and investigate
the true character of faith with greater care and zeal because many are dangerously deluded today
in this respect. Indeed, most people, when they hear this term, understand nothing deeper than a
common assent to the gospel history. In fact, when faith is discussed in the schools, they call God
simply the object of faith, and by fleeting speculations, as we have elsewhere stated, lead miserable
souls astray rather than direct them to a definite goal. For, since “God dwells in inaccessible light” [I
Tim. 6:16], Christ must become our intermediary. Hence, he calls himself “the light of the world
[John 8:12], and elsewhere stated, “the way, the truth, and the life”; for no one comes to the Father,
who is “the fountain of life” [Ps. 36:9], except through him [John 14:6] because he alone knows the
Father, and afterward the believers to whom he wishes to reveal him [Luke 10:22].
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On this ground, Paul declares that he considers nothing worth knowing save Christ [1 Cor.
2:2]. In the twentieth chapter of Acts he relates that he has preached “faith in... Christ” [v.21]. And
in another passage he has Christ speak as follows: “I shall send you among the Gentiles..., that they
may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among the saints through faith that is in me” [Acts
26:17-18]. And Paul testifies that the glory of God is visible to us in His person, or — what amounts
to the same thing — that the enlightening knowledge of the glory of God shines in His face [II Cor.
4:6].
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Indeed, it is true that faith looks to one God. But this must also be added, “To know Jesus
Christ whom he has sent” [John 17:3]. For God would have remained hidden afar off if Christ’s
splendor had not beamed upon us. For this purpose the Father laid up with his only-begotten
Son all that he had revealed himselfin Christ so that Christ, by communicating his Father’s benefits,
might express the true image of his glory [cf. Heb. 1:3]. It has been said that we must be drawn by
the Spirit to be aroused to seek Christ; so, in turn, we must be warned that the invisible Father is
to be sought solely in this image. Augustine has finely spoken of this matter: in discussing the goal of
faith, he teaches that we must know our destination and the way to it. Then, immediately after, he
infers that the way that is most fortified against all errors is he who was both God and man: namely,
as God he is the destination to which we move; as man, the path by which we go. Both are
found in Christ alone. But, while Paul proclaims faith in God, he does not have in mind to overturn
what he so often emphasizes concerning faith: namely, that all its stability rests in Christ. Peter,
indeed, most effectively connects both, saying that through him we believe in God (I Peter 1:21).

3.22 5 LERBIAEAR b - REAESRIEN
Faith Rests Upon Knowledge, Not Pious Ignorance
(Faith involves knowledge; the true doctrine obscured by Scholastic notion of implicit faith, 3.2.2-5)
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This evil, then, like innumerable others, must be attributed to the Schoolmen, who have, as
it were, drawn a veil over Christ to hide him. Unless we look straight toward him, we shall wander
through endless labyrinths.
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But besides wearing down the whole force of faith and almost annihilating it by their obscure
definition, they have fabricated the fiction of “implicit faith.” Bedecking the grossest ignorance
with this term, they ruinously delude poor, miserable folk. Furthermore, to state truly and frankly the
real fact of the matter, this fiction not only buries but utterly destroys true faith. Is this what believing
means, to understand nothing, provided only that you submit your feelings obediently to the
churchr Faith rests not on ignorance, but on knowledge. And this is, indeed, knowledge not
only of God but of the divine will. We do not obtain salvation cither because we are prepared to
embrace as true whatever the church has prescribed, or because we turn over to it the task of inquiring
and knowing. But we do so when we know that God is our merciful Father, because of
reconciliation effected through Christ [11 Cor. 5:18-19], and that Christ has been given to us as
righteousness, sanctification, and life. By this knowledge, I say, not by submission of our feeling,
do we obtain entry into the Kingdom of Heaven. For when the apostle says, “With the heart a man
believes unto righteousness, with the mouth makes confession unto salvation” [Rom. 10:10, cf. Vg.],
he indicates that it is not enough for a man implicitly to believe what he does not understand or even
investigate. But he requires explicit recognition of the divine goodness upon which our
righteousness rests.
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Roman Doctrine of “Implicit” Faith Basically False
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Indeed, I do not deny — such is the ignorance with which we are surrounded — that most
things are now implicit for us, and will be so until, laying aside the weight of the flesh, we come
nearer to the presence of God. In these matters we can do nothing better than suspend judgment,
and hearten ourselves to hold unity with the church. But on this pretext it would be the height of
absurdity to Iabel ignorance tempered by humility “faith”! For faith consists in the knowledge
of God and Christ [John 17:3], not in reverence for the church. We see the sort of labyrinth they
have constructed with this “implication” of theirs! Anything at all, provided it be palmed off on them
under the label “church” — sometimes even the most frightful errors — the untutored indiscriminately
seize upon as an oracle. This headless gullibility, although it is the very brink of ruin, yet is excused
by them; only on condition that “such is the faith of the church” does it definitely believe anything.



Thus they fancy that in error they possess truth; in darkness, light; in ignorance, right
knowledge.
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But let us not tarry longer over refuting them; we merely admonish the reader to compare
these doctrines with ours. The very clarity of truth itself will of itself provide sufficiently ready
refutation. For they do not ask whether faith is wrapped in many remnants of ignorance, but define
right believers as those who go numb in their own ignorance, and even brag about it, provided they
give assent to the authority and judgment of the church in things unknown to them. As if Scripture
does not regularly teach that understanding is joined with faith!
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Even Right Faith Is Always Surrounded By Error and Unbelief
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We certainly admit that so long as we dwell as strangers in the world there is such a thing as
implicit faith; not only because many things are as yet hidden from us, but because surrounded by
many clouds of errors we do not comprehend everything. The height of wisdom for the most
perfect is to go forward and, quietly and humbly, to strive still further. Therefore Paul exhorts
believers that, if some disagree with others in any matter, they should wait for revelation [Phil. 3:15].
Experience obviously teaches that until we put off the flesh we attain less than we should lie. And in
our daily reading of Scripture we come upon many obscure passages that convict us of ignorance.
With this bridle God keeps us within bounds, assigning to each his “measure of faith” [Rom. 12:3] so
that even the best teacher may be ready to learn.
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Remarkable examples of this implicit faith may be noted in Christ’s disciples before they
attained full enlightenment. We see how with difficulty they taste even the first rudiments, halting over
the slightest matters, and though hanging on their Master’s words, making but little progress. Indeed,
when, warned by the women, they rush to the tomb, the resurrection of their Master seems to them
like a dream [Luke 24:11-12; cf. John 20:8]. Since Christ previously bore witness to their faith, it is
wrong to say that they were completely devoid of it. No, unless they had been persuaded that Christ
would rise again, all zeal would have failed them. Nor was it superstition that prompted the women
to anoint with spices the corpse of a dead man for whose life there would be no hope. But although
they had faith in the words of him whom they knew to be truthful, the ignorance that as yet occupied
their minds so enveloped their faith in darkness that they were almost dumfounded. Hence, also it is
said that they finally believed after they themselves had discovered the truth of Christ’s words
through the very fact of his resurrection. Not that they then began to believe, but because the seed
of hidden faith — which had been dead, as it were, in their hearts — at that time burst through
with renewed vigor For there was in them a true but implicit faith because they had reverently
embraced Christ as their sole teacher. Then, taught by him, they were convinced he was the author
of their salvation. And finally, they believed he came from heaven that, through the Father’s grace, he
might gather his disciples thither. We ought not to seek any more intimate proof of this man that
unbelief is, in all men, always mixed with faith.
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“Implicit” Faith as Prerequisite of Faith
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We may also call that faith implicit which is still strictly nothing but the preparation of faith.
The Evangelists relate that very many believed who, caught up into wonderment by the miracles
only, did not advance farther than to believe Christ the Messiah who had been promised,
although they had not been imbued with even a trace of the gospel teaching. Such reverent attention,
which disposed them to submit themselves willingly to Christ, is graced with the title “Faith”.
yet it was only the beginning of faith. Thus, the court official who believed Christ’s promise
concerning the healing of his son [John 4:50], having returned to his house, as the Evangelist testified,

-



believed anew [John 4:53] because he first received as an oracle what he had heard from the mouth of
Christ, and then submitted to Christ’s authority to receive the teaching. Yet we must know that he
was so teachable and ready to learn that in the first passage his admission of belief signifies a
particular faith, while in the second passage he is counted among the disciples who had
enlisted with Christ. John sets forth a like example in the Samaritans who so believed the word of
a woman that they eagerly rushed to Christ, but spoke to her, when they heard him, as follows; “Now
we do not believe on account of your speaking, but we have heard him and we know that it is the
Savior of the world” [John 4:42]. From these instances it is clear that even those who are not yet
imbued with the first elements but are still inclined to hearken are called “believers”’; not in
an exact sense, indeed, but in so far as God in his kindness deigns to grace that pious affection
with such great honor. But this teachableness, with the desire to learn, is far different from
sheer ignorance in which those sluggishly rest who are content with the sort of “implicit faith” the
papist invent. For if Paul severely condemns those who “are always learning but never arrive at a
knowledge of the truth” [II Tim. 3:7], how much greater ignominy do those merit who deliberately

affect complete ignorance!

3.2.6 {2 0MKSE LA RYEERE
Faith Rests Upon God’s Word
(Relation of Faith to the Word and Brief Definition of Faith, 6-7)
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This, then, is the true knowledge of Christ, if we receive him as he is offered by the
Father: namely, clothed with his gospel. For just as he has been appointed as the goal of our faith,
so we cannot take the right road to him unless the gospel goes before us. And there, surely, the
treasures of grace are opened to us; for if they had been closed, Christ would have benefited us little.
Thus Paul yokes faith to teaching, as an inseparable companion, with these words: “You did not so
learn Christ if indeed you were taught what is the truth in Christ” [Eph. 4:20-21 p.].
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Yet I do not so restrict faith to the gospel without confessing that what sufficed for building
1t up had been handed down by Moses and the prophets. But because a fuller manifestation
of Christ has been revealed in the gospel, Paul justly calls it the “doctrine of faith” [cf. I Tim. 4:6].
For this reason, he says in another passage that by the coming of faith the law was abolished [Rom.
10:4; cf. Gal. 3:25]. He understand by this term the new and extraordinary kind of teaching by
which Christ, after he became our teacher, has more clearly set forth the mercy of the Father, and
has more surely testified to our salvation.
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Yet it will be an easier and more suitable method if we descend by degrees from general to
particular. First, we must be reminded that there is a permanent relationship between faith and
the Word. He could not separate one from the other any more than we could separate the rays from
the sun from which they come. For this reason, God exclaims in The Book of Isaiah: “Hear me and
your soul shall live” [ch. 55:3]. And John shows this same wellspring of faith in these words: “These
things have been written that you may believe” [John 20:31]. The prophet, also, desiring to exhort the
people to faith, says: ““Today if you will hear his voice” [Ps. 95:7; 94:8; Vg.|. “To hear” is generally
understood as meaning to believe. In short, it is not without reason that in The Book of Isaiah,
God distinguishes the children of the church from outsiders by this mark: he will teach all his
children [Is. 54:13; John 6:45] that they may learn of him |cf. John 6:45]. For if benefits were
indiscriminately given, why would he have directed his Word to a few? To this corresponds the fact
that the Evangelists commonly use the words “believers” and “disciples” as synonymous. This
is especially Luke’s usage in The Acts of the Apostles: indeed he extends this title even to a woman in
Acts 9:36 [Acts 6:1-2, 7; 9:1, 10, 19, 25-26, 38; 11:26, 29; 13:52; 14:20, 28; 15:10; also chs. 16 to 21].
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Therefore if faith turns away even in the slightest degree from this goal toward which it should
aim, it does not keep its own nature, but becomes uncertain credulity and vague error of mind. The
same Word is the basis whereby faith is supported and sustained; if it turns away from the
Word, it falls. Therefore, take away the Word and no faith will then remain.
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We are not here discussing whether a human ministry is necessary for the sowing of
God’s Word, from which faith may be conceived. This we shall discuss in another place (IV. 1.
5). But we say that the Word itself; however it be imparted to us, is like a mirror in which faith
may contemplate God. Whether, therefore, God makes use of man’s help in this or works by his
own power alone, he always represents himself through his Word to those whom he wills to draw to
himself. And for this reason, Paul defines faith as that obedience which is given to the gospel [Rom.
1:5], and elsewhere praises allegiance to faith in Philippians [Phil. 1:3-5; cf. I Thess. 2:13]. In
understanding faith it is not merely a question of knowing that God exists, but also — and this
especially — of knowing what is his will toward us. For it is not so much our concern to know
who he is in himself, as what he wills to be toward us.
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Now, therefore, we hold faith to be a knowledge of God’s will toward us, perceived from
his Word. But the foundation of this is a preconceived conviction of God’s truth. As for its
certainty, so long as your mind is at war with itself, the Word will be of doubtful and weak authority,
or rather of none. And it is not even enough to believe that God is trustworthy [cf. Rom. 3:3], who
can neither deceive nor lie [cf. Titus 1:2], unless you hold to be beyond doubt that whatever proceeds
from him is sacred and inviolable truth.
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But since man’s heart is not aroused to faith at every word of God, we must find out at this
point what, strictly speaking, faith looks to in the Word. God’s word to Adam was, “You shall surely
die” [Gen. 2:17]. God’s word to Cain was, “The blood of your brother cries out to me from the earth”
[Gen. 4:10]. But these words are so far from being capable of establishing faith that they can of
themselves do nothing but shake it. In the meantime, we do not deny that it is the function of faith
to subscribe to God’s truth whenever and whatever and however it speaks. But we ask only what
faith finds in the Word of the Lord upon which to lean and rest. Where our conscience sees only
indignation and vengeance, how can it fail to tremble and be afraid? Or to shun the God whom it
dreads? Yet faith ought to seek God, not to shun him.
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It is plain, then, that we do not yet have a full definition of faith, inasmuch as merely to know
something of God’s will is not to be accounted faith. But what if we were to substitute his
benevolence or his mercyin place of his will, the tidings of which are often sad and the proclamation

frightening? Thus, surely, we shall more closely approach the nature of faith; for it is after we have
learned that our salvation rests with God that we are attracted to seek him. 'This fact is



confirmed for us when he declares that our salvation is his care and concern. Accordingly, we
need the promise of grace, which can testify to us that the Father is merciful, since we can
approach him in no other way, and upon grace alone the heart of man can rest.
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On this basis the psalms commonly yoke these two, mercy and truth, as if they were
mutually connected [Ps. 89:14, 24; 92:2; 98:3; 100:5; 108:4; 115:1; etc.]; for it would not help us at
all to know that God is true unless he mercifully attracted us to himself. Nor would it have
been in our power to embrace his mercy if he had not offered it with his word: “I have declared
thy truth and thy salvation; I have not concealed thy goodness and thy truth. ... Let thy goodness
and thy truth ... preserve me” [Ps. 40:10-11, Comm.]. Another passage: “Thy mercy ... extends to
the heavens, thy truth to the clouds.” [Ps. 36:5, Comm.]. Likewise: “All the ways of Jehovah are
kindness and truth to those who keep his covenant.” [Ps. 25:10, Comm.] “For his mercy is multiplied
upon us, and the truth of the Lord endures forever.” [Ps. 117:2; 116:2, Vg.; cf. Comm.] Again, “I will
sing thy name for thy mercy and thy truth.” [Ps. 138:2.] I pass over what we read in the Prophets
along the same line, that God is kind and steadfast in his promises. For it will be rash for us to decide
that God is well disposed toward us unless he give witness of himself, and anticipate us by his call,
that his will may not be doubtful or obscure. But we have already seen that the sole pledge of his
love is Christ, without whom the signs of hatred and wrath are everywhere evident.

N RPRIER M & L FZ REATRHE T 5 I ZNTE AR EXVIRE - S fEalaknli?
AL AR > RMEEE PR a5 > A —80 W8 > NSRS - b
B HAR - B EFHEEAESE 0 NOEUKEMSHETE - MU A BENER - FTBk
P L A SR IR B © [ 2&F T EAg AR A T in Sl - ALl BT
EATH » 15 LBH LTI BRI B R a5# * Eatae A BB H A T4
HERIREE - WREEEE BN EBITROT » TR IIOBHTE ' » A8 » BB
HI—(EEEHTEEE °

Now, the knowledge of God’s goodness will not be held very important unless it makes
us rely on that goodness. Consequently, understanding mixed with doubt is to be excluded, as it is
not to firm agreement, but in but in conflict, with itself. Yet far indeed is the mind of man, blind and
darkened as it is, from penetrating and attaining even to perception of the will of God! And the heart,
too, wavering as it is in perpetual hesitation, is far from resting secure in that conviction! Therefore
our mind must be otherwise illumined and our heart strengthened, that the Word of God may obtain
full faith among us. Now we shall possess a right definition of faith if we call it a firm and certain
knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the freely given
promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy
Spirit.






