Calvin's Institutes Lesson 12, page 1

TheHoly Spirit and Faith

This lesson covers the first two chapters of Bdbkflithe Institutes We will spend some time
considering Book lll, its title, what it means, amolv it relates to the first two books. Then | vaitiver
the topic of the Holy Spirit, which is chapter hdahen faith, which is chapter 2. First of ally puayer
again comes from Calvin as we begin to think alteese important topics. Let us pray.

“Grant, Almighty God, that, as we are prone to ewng of wickedness, and are easily led away to
imitate it when there is any excuse for going asteand any opportunity is offered; O grant thatinge
strengthened by the help of Thy Spirit, we mayicoatin purity of faith, and that what we have leed
concerning Thee that Thou art a Spirit, may soipref that we may worship Thee in Spirit and with a
sincere heart, and never turn aside after the cptians of the world nor think we can deceive TlBag.
may we so devote our souls and bodies to Theetindife may in every part of it testify that weeaa
pure and holy sacrifice to Thee in Christ Jesusloand. Amerni.

Book Il is titled “The Way in Which We Receive tigrace of Christ, What Benefits Come to Us from
it, and What Effects Follow.” Remember that Bookds “The Knowledge of God the Creator” and
Book Il was “The Knowledge of God the Redeemer imi§t.” As we think about that, we may want to
say that the first two books give us the revelatibsod the Creator and the revelation of God the
Redeemer, but strictly speaking, knowledge of Gaeschot come until Book I1l. That is because, until
we have the Holy Spirit applying the truth of thiblB to our hearts, which is what happens in Bdok |
in the chapter on faith, there may be revelatian,tbere is not true knowledge. God reveals Himself
but that revelation is not received profitably unte come to Book Ill, chapter 2, “The Way in Which
We Receive the Grace of Christ, What Benefits Ctlds from it, and What Effects Follow.”

The grace of Christ is Book Il. Christ is Book‘lThe Way” is Christ being applied to us by the Holy
Spirit, through faith. As we think of the way thag receive the grace of Christ, then we are serk tma
Book Il to realize that the grace of Christ isfegth for us in Book Il. There is His incarnatidsis
being united to us, His life, and His death. Thacgrof Christ is the theme of Book Il. Yet, as Galv
said in Book IlIl, chapter 1, section 1, “As long@srist remains outside of us, all He has donélfer
salvation of the human race remains useless and @élue for us.” In a sense, Calvin is saying that
Book Il is useless. The grace of Christ that welig in such detail in Book Il is of no value omleét
to us as long as Christ remains outside of us.s€bame into the world, lived, and died, but aittls
outside of us, until we come to Book Ill. Again @alsaid, “As long as Christ remains outside of us,
and we are separated from Him, all that He hagsedfand done for the salvation of the human race
remains useless and of no value for us.”

Fortunately, however, that is not the end of tloeysbecause there is Book Ill. In Book Il is Cal\d
description of the union of Christ with the believEhere is a twofold union that takes place. ImBd
there is the union of Christ with humanity in Higarnation. In Book 1l there is the union of the
individual believer with Christ by the Holy SpiriCalvin said that Christ is not a “private” persdhat
means, what He did, what He suffered, and whatdderaplished He did not do for Himself alone.
Rather, all that He was and all that He did wasedon His people.

So Calvin writes about the way in which we receBleist. Calvin said, “Therefore, to share with us

what He has received from the Father, He had torbecurs and dwell within us.” The movement
from Book I, the objective Christ, to Book I, @kt dwelling within us, is accomplished by the wor
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of the Holy Spirit. The chief work of the Spiritfigith. It is the work of the Spirit, producing tiaiin us,
that brings the objective Christ within us to dwaslwe are united with Him and He with us.

The title of Book 11l speaks about the “way” an@éthabout the “benefits” that come from it. The viay
through the work of the Spirit, taking Christ andfhith implanting Christ in our hearts. The betsefi
that come to us from that work of the Spirit arefwid. One is regeneration, which is the new bitttie,
new life, and the other is justification. Calvirdsder may seem a little strange to us. He deals wit
regeneration, or what we might call sanctificatibefore he deals with justification. He tells usyie
does that, however, and in time we will learn leigsoning.

It is difficult to know what Calvin means by therpke “what effects follow.” The “benefits” are more
comprehensive, and they are everything that happeasesult of our union with Christ. Calvin
expresses those benefits as “salvation and etelesdedness.” They are part of the more
comprehensive category of “benefits,” under whiuvd ‘teffects” can be included. Thus there are not tw
different things, but rather the benefits includergthing that Christ does for us, and the effecesa
particular way of looking at the benefits. The effeare the actual holiness of life. The way thatiwe

in our day by day Christian lives illustrates tlifeets that come into our lives and flow throughr ou
lives because of the work of the Spirit in uniti@grist to us.

Before | talk about Calvin’s treatment of the H8irit, | want us to consider the contents of Bdbak
“The Way in Which We Receive the Grace of Chrishat/Benefits Come to Us from it, and What
Effects Follow.” In chapter 1 Calvin talks abouétHoly Spirit, who is “the way.” Chapter 2 talksoaib
faith, which is the chief work of the Spirit. ChapB8 covers regeneration, which can be referrdyy t®
number of other words, including sanctificatiorg tiew birth, or it is simply called the Christidie lin
Book I, chapter 2, section 10. Then Calvin moweago justification in Book Ill, chapter 2, sect®n
11-18. I will talk about why Calvin uses that unakarder. Then there is a chapter on Christian
freedom, which Calvin believes is essential to gntee the freedom of justification by faith alomben
there is a long chapter on prayer. Eventually @abavers the doctrine for which he is most famous,
which is the doctrine of predestination, or eleatith had not appeared earlier in thetitutes When we
arrive at chapters 21-24, we will see that Cal@eps putting off dealing with this doctrine. Hddels
in various places in the first three books thatteld talk about election at that point, but hd wdt
because it fits better in a later position. | wallk about why it fits in later. Finally there ischapter on
the resurrection, which is Calvin’s treatment oohegology. That is an overview of Book Ill. Book IV
includes Calvin’s treatment of the church, sacraseand civil government.

Now we can look at chapter 1 of Book Ill, whichQalvin’s treatment of the Holy Spirit. It is a birie
chapter. It was added in 1559, when Calvin devikethew arrangement of thestitutesin his final
edition. It is a very important chapter to setliditie points that Calvin wanted to make in Book Il
Calvin has already treated the person of the HplyitSwhich includes the deity of the Spirit. His
treatment in Book |, chapter 13, “Of the Godhedéddches that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are
eternally God and equally God in three personis.itt Book Ill, chapter 1, section 1 that Calviadbes
about the work of the Spirit. It says, “The Holyi8gs the bond by which Christ effectually unites to
Himself.” To Calvin that is the chief work of theoly Spirit. “The Holy Spirit is the bond by which
Christ effectually unites us to Himself.”

In the first two books—Book I, “God the CreatorrichBook Il, “God our Father in Christ’—Christ is
described as our Mediator, between God and manvanthn. Christ is the Mediator between God and
us. Calvin taught that when we were created, we W lowly to fellowship with God directly, even
before the Fall, so there was mediation as sustendien after the Fall we needed a mediator even
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more because of our sin, and we have a Mediatay,isvlhrist. Then in Book Il the Holy Spirit is
described as “the bond which unites us to Chr@hfist is the Mediator, and the Holy Spirit is thend
that unites us to Christ. In Calvin’s structureyi€his the agent of our redemption, but the HghyriBis

the no-less-necessary agent of our redemption,HmymChrist’'s redemption profits us. We can think of
Book Il as the work of God on our behalf, focusorgthe work of Christ. Book Il is also the work of
God on our behalf, focusing on the Holy Spirit. Rdbsays Christ is the Mediator between God and us
Book Il says the Holy Spirit is the bond betweenri€t and us.

In moving from Book | to Book II, we do not leavget Trinity behind. Book Il is about God our Father
in Christ. Then in moving from Book Il to Book INye again do not leave the Father and the Son
behind as we move to a book that focuses on thk afahe Holy Spirit, because the Spirit is ther@pi
of the Father and the Son. This is good trinitatieology. Remember that Calvin structures the
Institutesaccording to the Apostles’ Creed. The phraseefieve in God the Father,” is covered in
Book I. God the Son is covered in Book Il. The HS8lyirit is covered in Book Ill. The Trinity is
involved in all three books, however, so thereasanstrict separation between God the Father wkBo
I, God the Son in Book Il, and God the Holy SpmiBook Ill. God is God, and even though in the
economy of the Godhead there is particular worketh of the three persons, the three persons are
united in their work as well.

When you consider Book I, you get God the CredioBook Il you get God the Redeemer. Yet in the
title of Book Il there is not a mention of the Kdbpirit. The title is “The Way in Which We Receive
the Grace of Christ.” In the title the Holy Spioperates anonymously, although there is this brief
chapter, introduced in 1559, that teaches us moeetly about the work of the Spirit. It is not imgper
for the emphasis to be on the work of the Spirt aat draw undue attention to the Spirit HimsetaT
is the way the Trinity operates. We find that ie Bible as well as in Calvinlsistitutes

When Calvin deals with the doctrine of the SpintBook I, chapter 13, for the deity of the Spiahd
Book IlIl, chapter 1, for the work of the Spiritiialation to our salvation, it is rather brief. Galgives
us some scriptural titles that the Spirit is givemch as “Fire.” He also deals with the word “gpitHe
does not do too much more than that. It is a veef,liconcise summary of the work of the Holy Spiri
Yet all of Book 11l is about the work of the Holyp#it. Calvin does not have to extend chapter lulyd
because when he teaches about faith, repentastéication, and other topics, he is still dealingh
the work of the Spirit. It is interesting that sotheologians, such as B. B. Warfield, have focused
this as the primary contribution that Calvin hagdm#o Christian theology. Warfield calls Calvin the
“theologian of the Holy Spirit.” Warfield said, “Ehdoctrine of the work of the Holy Spirit is a difbm
John Calvin to the church of Christ.” There is miwltommend in Warfield’s view that Calvin’s
primary contribution is to emphasize the work & 8pirit. It is interesting, however, to see hovivia
does it. He does not do it as much by writing diyeabout the Holy Spirit, with a long chapter dret
person and work of the Holy Spirit, but rather hiedps the Spirit’s activity into his theology repedly.
This practice appeared in Book | where it was Haad the testimony of the Spirit is required fortas
accept the authority of Scripture.

Since Calvin moves so quickly from the Holy Spiatfaith, we will do the same. This is a long clespt
Calvin spends considerable time dealing with faithlvin is fond of definitions. He usually gives ais
clear definition and then exegetes that definit®ometimes he gives several definitions of the same
thing, as we will see in his chapters on regenamailhere is a very clear definition of faith indolll,
chapter 2, section 7. Calvin wrote, “A firm andte@r knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us,
founded upon the truth of the freely given promis€hrist, both revealed to our minds and sealexhup
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our hearts through the Holy Spirit.” That is whaitl is. Let us now work through that definition in
order to understand what Calvin is talking abouhise chapters. We will take it apart point bynpoi

First, faith is a firm and certain knowledge. Faglknowledge. Calvin is concerned to reject the
“implicit faith” of the Scholastics. Medieval theagians argued that it was enough for Christiarisatce
implicit faith, which meant that people did not kaw understand anything about Christian truth or
doctrine. Implicit faith was submission to the aarity of the church. It was enough that the church
knew. All one had to do was acknowledge that theahwas right, even without understanding what it
was that the church was teaching. Implicit faitrsyp@ous submission to the collective wisdom of the
church. It was a teaching that was put forth bytdaehers of the church in the medieval period. The
idea was to just believe, and people were notyttotunderstand but to just believe what the church
said. Calvin rejected that. He said in Book lllapker 2, section 2, “Faith does not rest on ignoedn
Implicit faith would be allowing faith to rest ognorance. Faith is knowledge. Faith knows something
Calvin said in Book Ill, chapter 2, section 3, “Ndwes it rest on reverence for the church, butriscsts
in the knowledge of God in Christ.” Faith consist&nowledge of God in Christ. Calvin put it anathe
way in Book Ill, chapter 2, section 2, saying, “\Massess an explicit recognition of the divine
goodness.” We know something. We know somethingie@od and about Christ, and we know that
God is good. Calvin did say that many things arglicit for us. He did not totally reject the idef o
implicit faith. He simply did not want the defirot of faith to be implicit faith because we do know
something. Faith involves knowledge.

Calvin also said that in many things, however, aneh in most things, we believe not because we
understand but because we believe. He said, “Bethetters we can do nothing better than to suspend
judgment and hearten ourselves to hold unity withdhurch.” In Book Ill, chapter 2, section 3, it
almost sounds like Calvin is reverting to the iroplfaith of the scholastics. He says that mangdhj

even most things, we cannot understand. What weldlilo is “suspend judgment and hearten
ourselves to hold unity with the church.” The diffiece is that Calvin says there is some knowleltige.

is not that in everything we simply believe whatete church tells us to believe. We have to
understand, to know, something. That is, we knaav @od is and that in Christ God has poured out His
mercy and blessing upon us. That is what we knast.itY so many areas in which we cannot fully
understand, we then suspend judgment and hold wititythe church. One way to put this is that Qalvi
believed that Christians have true knowledge. Haitrue knowledge, but it is limited knowledge. We
certainly do not have exhaustive knowledge. Soamyrthings we reverently accept that which we
cannot know. There are some things, however, teadaknow.

The first part of the definition was faith is knaalge. That leads us into the second part of the
statement, “faith is knowledge of God’s benevoletoweard us.” Calvin descends by degrees from the
general to the particular to arrive at the focuadh. He tells us that, in once sense, the wkidted of
God is the focus, or object of faith. Christianide that God has spoken. Our faith is certain @ad

is true in all things. To put it another way, asvadoes, if you take away the Word, then no favih
remain. The Christian looks at the Word of God sayk it is true. So believers embrace the Word of
God in its totality. Calvin said in Book | that thestimony of the Holy Spirit allows us to recognihe
authority of the Bible and embrace it as true.

Calvin also says that faith seeks a word withinwWhard. There is a word within the Word. There is a
message within the totality of the Bible that is ffarticular focus of faith, because our heartate
aroused to faith in every word of God. There areds®f judgment in the Bible that are true. Theee a
words of fact about the history of Israel, all dfieh are true. Our faith, however, does not resgond
those words, but rather to another word. Calvid gaBook 11, chapter 2, section 7, that even tijlou
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we embrace the whole Word of God as true, theaemessage within the Bible that faith seeks and tha
message is God’s benevolence, or His mercy. Cabiimhit another way in Book IIl, chapter 2, section
6, by saying that it is a word about Christ, whthis goal of our faith. In Book Ill, chapter 2, 8en 29

he called the promise of mercy the proper goaluffaith. Thus within all the words of the Bible—ehn
all the words of the Bible do point to this one derthe heart of the Bible is Christ. What we arel tol
about Christ is His love, His benevolence, andrhiéscy. That is the message that faith seeks add fin
in the Bible. Calvin said in Book Ill, chapter Zction 43, “The single goal of faith is the merdyGmnd,

to which it ought, so to speak, to look with boyle®” We ought to use both of our eyes to focuthen
single goal of faith, which is the mercy of GodGhrist. Faith hearkens to the different parts ofiGo
Word. It does not ignore any parts of God’s Word & certainly does not reject any part of God’s
Word. It hearkens to the whole Word. but it restdle promises of mercy. Those promises, however,
are not one theme among many, but rather the ptbpere of the Bible.

Faith is knowledge. Faith is knowledge of God’sdsasience toward us. Returning now to two words
that we skipped over in the definition, faith isfilan and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence
toward us.” This part of Calvin’s treatment of falias caused some confusion and concern. We need to
understand, however, that Calvin is describindhfaatthis definition as it ought to be rather treamit
often is. Christians often object that their knadge is not firm and certain. Sometimes the faith of
Christians is weak, or it fluctuates. Does Calvimk that is not faith? Is faith always firm andtegn?
Calvin said, “There is no right faith except whee dare with tranquil hearts to stand in God’s sight
As we read through all of Calvin’s treatment otlian thelnstitutes however, and as we look at the
commentaries, we realize that Calvin is definingfaith and not weak faith or faith that is ungetack.
Calvin certainly recognized that the faith thatpeossess as Christians is often of the latter kieddid
not want to include in the definition of faith whaeak faith is. He wanted to describe full faitinnf
faith, and strong faith. Therefore he used the wdfidm and certain knowledge.”

The definition of existential faith, that is faifls it actually exists in us, is faith that is ofterder attack
and is often weak and fluctuating. One of the péstes to see Calvin’s recognition that our fastimot
perfect is in his commentary on Mark 9:24, whiclhis passage with the words, “Lord | believe. Help
my unbelief.” That shows faith and lack of faittobght together in one person in one passage. Calvin
said, “The two statements, ‘I believe,” and ‘Hely ombelief,” may appear to contradict each othat, b
there is none of us who does not experience batienfi in himself or herself. As our faith is never
perfect, it follows that we are partly unbelieveatst God forgives us and exercises such forbearanc
toward us as to reckon us believers on accountaiall portion of faith.” There you have Calvin tgui
willing and eager to recognize that believers dopussess strong, vigorous, and triumphant faith
always. There is that prayer, “Help my unbeliefiat we must utter because our faith is not perfieus

is also in thdnstitutesin Book 1V, on the sacraments, where Calvin sditie sacraments sustain,
nourish, confirm, and increase our faith.” Faitbws. It is never fully grown in a Christian in thife.
Calvin continues to say in Book IV, chapter 14 tigec?7, “The reasons which some are accustomed to
object against the opinion are too weak and tgflihhey say that our faith cannot be made betiiersf
already good, for it is not faith unless it leamstaken, firm, and steadfast upon God’s mercyolild/
have been better for them to pray with the aposiiasthe Lord increase their faith than confidgitdl
pretend such perfection of faith that no one ofdhiédren of men ever attain or ever will attairtlins

life.” That is enough to show that Calvin does m&an to say, by putting the words “firm” and
“certain” in his definition of faith, that if it i;ot firm and certain then it is not faith. Faiincand does
exist along with unbelief.

Calvin also said that faith is indeed often und&ack as we live our Christian lives. Calvin ha$ read
the Psalms in vain. In the introduction to his coentary on the Psalms, which he called “To the

© Fall 2005, David Calhoun & Covenant TheologicanSnary



Calvin's Institutes Lesson 12, page 6

Readers,” Calvin mentioned griefs, sorrows, fedosibts, hopes, cares, and anxieties. Those tofgacs a
what the book of Psalms is all about. Calvin knoiet is what we are all about too. We find oursgelve
described by all of those words that Calvin usedehFaith is often under attack. It is under &ttac

our own unbelief. Calvin said in Book lll, chap®&rsection 17, “Believers are in perpetual confldh
their own unbelief. We cannot imagine any certathst is not tinged with doubt or any assurance tha
is not assailed by some anxiety.” Then in BookdHapter 2, section 18 Calvin also said, “Therethee
godly heart feels in itself a division because ipartly imbued with sweetness from its recognitbn

the divine goodness, partly grieves in bitternessfan awareness of its calamity, partly rests upen
promise of the Gospel, partly trembles at the ewideof its own iniquity, partly rejoices at the
expectation of life, and partly shudders at deaflalvin the rhetorician is at work there to use dgoto
move us and instruct us. He speaks to our conditiecause each one of us recognizes the truth&ilnes
of those words.

When all is said and done, however, the outcomever in doubt. There is a struggle, a fearsome
struggle with doubt. Yet that struggle is itselt nodoubt. Calvin said in Book lll, chapter 2, 8en 21
that doubt does not mortally wound believers. lunds us, but it does not mortally wound us. Calvin
said in his commentary on Psalm 94:18, “The featscares of the elect regularly give way to a decre
joy sent from above.” Calvin also wrote in timstitutes Book 1ll, chapter 2, section 21, “Thus the
godly mind, however strange the ways in which iteged and troubled, finally surmounts all
difficulties and never allows itself to be deprivefdassurance of divine mercy.” He then gives g ver
telling illustration in the same section, “Whengtéfore, faith is shaken, it is like a strong seldorced
by the violent blow of a spear to move his foot g ground a little. When faith itself is woundieds
as if the soldier’s shield were broken at some foloom the thrust of the spear, but not in suchaaner
as to be pierced.” So doubt can shake us. It cae fgs to give ground. It can even threaten us more
seriously by wounding our shield. Yet it does nestdoy us. It does not overcome us, because th# res
of the struggle is not in doubt.

We might say that, according to Calvin, the defimtof existing faith is something like this: aaty

and certain knowledge of God’s benevolence towarthvariably attacked by vicious doubts and fears
over which it is finally victorious. You will notifid those exact words in thestitutes but it is an

attempt to put together many things that Calvintewr®oubts and fears may be the normal experience
of believers, but it is not normative. In other @syit is not what should be, but rather it dessitvhat

is. The normative definition is the first one ti@lvin gave. The descriptive definition of our Fais the
one | have just created. Unbelief is not part @hfebut you might say it is an interruption oftfai Thus

it is not in the definition because Calvin did maint to include unbelief in the definition of faith
Unbelief interrupts and attacks faith, but it caintnumph over faith.

Having said all that, it means that for Calvintliahcludes assurance. If a person has faith, #&hen
person has assurance. The two are part of the thamge In many theologies, they are two different
things, including the Westminster Confession otldn the Westminster Confession, faith is onadhi
and assurance is another. For Calvin, however,dheyoth to be included in the same definition,
because they belong together. Faith includes assewr&alvin said that assurance applies not onflgeo
present, but also to future immortality. That metinad assurance leads me to know that not only am |
saved now, but | will also be saved forever. ltsloet apply just to this moment, but it appliegvery
moment to come.

How do we gain that assurance? Calvin first tedlfiow we do not get it. He said assurance does not
rest on moral conjecture. That means that we dgaiotassurance by looking at the quality of our
Christian lives, or even looking at our Christiaret at all. We cannot say, “We are good people” or
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“We do good works” and conclude from those thoughés we must be saved, or we must be elect. Our
Christian lives and our good works have a placgssurance, but only as a “prop of the second drder.
Looking at fruit in your life is not the first thgnto look at when you are thinking about assurance.
Calvin also called the fruit in one’s life “an assery or inferior aid.” Calvin did not deny thaetk is
some value in seeing God’s work in our lives—thatfof the Spirit. There is some value in that. fehe
are verses in the Bible that say that. We knowweapass from death into life because we love the
brethren. When we see love for each other in @@slithat is an indication that our love has coramf
God. Thus we read into our love for each otherstatus as Christians. Calvin is afraid that if weus

on that, or spend too much time on it, we will iged serious trouble. What if we do not see muciit?r
What if we do not love the brethren? On some oooasbur fruit sometimes seems to be lacking, and
we can easily fall into despair if we focus on ni@@njecture as the basis for our assurance.

Calvin said that the basis for our assurance i$thgpel. Calvin’s fullest treatment of assurancie lva

in Book Ill, chapter 15, which we will consider wheve study justification by faith. Under that topic
Calvin deals with assurance and with Roman Catlodljections to the Protestant doctrine of assurance
There is no possibility of assurance in medievah@léc theology without some sort of direct revelat
from God, which happened very infrequently. Accogiio Calvin, therefore, the foundation of
assurance is the Gospel. Our works have a secomalargf confirmation, but assurance, like salvatio

is based on faith and grace, not on works.

Let me move on to speaking about assurance inefi@ed tradition after Calvin, particularly as we
find it in the Westminster Confession of Faith, jgteat 18. The Reformed tradition has not always
connected faith and assurance as Calvin did. Agtuak tradition has often not followed Calvinthis.
Calvin saw that weak faith can and will produce kvassurance. If your faith is weak, then your
assurance is going to be weak. Thus the solutibmgsow in faith. As faith grows, assurance grows.
The Westminster Confession of Faith speaks abeusue in chapter 18 in this way, “Such as truly
believe in the Lord Jesus and love Him in sinceetydeavoring to walk in all good conscience before
Him [the next word is important] may in this life lzertainly assured that they are in the stateanfey”
What that is saying is that the person who trulyeles in Jesus and loves Him in sincerity and
endeavors to walk in all good conscience before, i@t person may have assurance. The Confession
does not say, however, that everyone will haverasse. Calvin would express it differently. He wabul
have said, “Such as truly believe in the Lord Jesuslove Him in sincerity, endeavoring to walkaih
good conscience before Him, will in this life beteenly assured that they are in the state of gtdce
wanted to point out the difference there, thougminot saying whether Calvin was right or the
Westminster Divines were right. Calvin was much enconcerned to link assurance with faith, whereas
the Westminster Divines saw what looked like a wemphant Christian who may or may not possess
assurance. Calvin would say that person does inpegskss assurance.

There is a problem in Calvin’s teaching, howeveat surfaces at this point. That is the problem of
transitory faith, which he deals with in Book Ithapter 2, section 11. Calvin wanted to say thes tr
faith will always be victorious, and the Christiean have assurance based on faith. Calvin also
introduces something called transitory faith, hogrewhich is temporary faith. The problem is how I
can know whether | have true faith or temporarthtaCan | really have assurance if my faith cowdd b
transitory faith, temporary faith? Many articlesiaeveral books have been written dealing witmtyi
to understand Calvin’s teaching on transitory faith

| believe that the best place to go for an answeee s not to thénstitutes where Calvin raises the
issue, but rather to his commentary on Acts 8:1erd he writes about Simeon, who seemed to have
faith but ultimately did not have faith. Calvin dei®ed a little position between faith and meretigmese.
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In this section of his commentary on Acts, Cahdaanght that there is faith and there is mere pretens
Mere pretense describes those who profess thabteywe but are lacking inwardly. In other words,
those are people who know that they do not beli€kere is faith, which describes people who believe
And there is mere pretense, which describes pauapiepretend to believe but who do not believe.
Calvin calls mere pretense a “gross hypocrisy.”"An/8tmeon, however, he sees some sort of middle
position for those who think they do believe. Sim&as not a true believer, but he was not just
pretending to believe. He thought he believed. @alescribed this as “inward” but not “gross”
hypocrisy. Calvin recognized in his commentary thate can be a process of self-deception in which
an unbeliever can come to the place of thinking iesor she believes when really there is no taité.f
That is a self-deluding faith, which is similarttee faith of the elect. It is similar to, but noiaetly the
same as, the faith of the elect. That means thab@$ook at elect people and as you look at pelipte
Simeon, their faith appears to be the same, betiddk is not. Calvin said in Book Ill, chapters2ction
11, “The elect alone have that full assurance biglvthey are enabled to cry, ‘Abba, Father.”

There is still a problem there. Transitory faitleses like real faith to the person who has it, hgvin
deluded himself or herself to the extent that thespn believes it is real faith. So, how can tlere
assurance if we can be deceived, thinking thatawe fiaith when we really do not have faith? One of
the points that Calvin makes is that biblical dggimns of temporary faith, like in the case of ®ion,
are put in the Bible as means that God uses ipergeverance. In other words, just thinking abloigt t
problem alerts us to the fact that we need to &ageay that our faith is genuine faith and nons#ory
faith, not self-deluded faith. The problem, therefas part of the solution. God uses many things t
enable us to persevere. One of the things thaHaise in enabling us to persevere is the warhiaig t
faith must be genuine and not self-deluded. Itgwsins to our knees in prayer, asking God to make ou
faith real and not something that we have invenié@. problem of assurance may still be a bit of a
problem. We will encounter it again, however, inv@ds treatment of election. It appears again with
the question, how can | know that | am elect? @abill give us some further help at that point.

| will now continue with the definition of faith.Faith is a firm and certain knowledge of God’s
benevolence toward us, revealed to our minds aalddepon our hearts.” Faith is more than common
assent to Gospel history. It is revealed to ourdsiand sealed upon our hearts. In other words nibi
bare historical faith, simply affirming that whaiet Bible says is true. Calvin opposes the Roman
Catholic distinction between formed and unformeathfdRoman Catholics taught that unformed faith
was a kind of bare perception, a preliminary ietlhal faith that was the first stage of faithmiist be
completed by the infusion of the habit of love nder for it to be effective and become formed faith
For Calvin, however, faith is more than common assethe Gospel history. Calvin would not agree
with the Catholic definition of formed faith, whicaid that faith must include love to be real fakhith
produces love to God and to other people, butishadt part of the definition of faith. Yet faith more
than common assent to Gospel history, just belgethe facts of the Bible. It is more of the hehgrt of
the brain, and it is more of the disposition th&the understanding. Faith is more than just assent
facts. It is best described as persuasion, redognidr assurance. All of that can be taken togditheay
that faith is more than intellectual assent; also trust. There is a personal relationship that the
heart of faith. It is not simply saying yes to thiblical facts; it is also being persuaded. ftegsognizing
the author. It is assurance of God'’s love to us. éintering in to a relationship with the objetfath,
who is Christ.

How does this transpire? It is through the HolyrtepThat is the last part of Calvin’s definitioRaith is
the principle work of the Holy Spirit. Calvin saitl Book Ill, chapter 2, section 23, “Faith is aggihar
gift of God.” It is not a requirement or meritor@aondition of salvation. It is not something tfautd
requires of us in order to give us salvation. this gift of salvation. It is a gift. It is the pdiple work of
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the Holy Spirit, who brings to us this gift of Gadalvin said that faith is not a meritorious coraitbut
the instrumental cause of salvation. It is therimsent that the Spirit uses by which the gift dzation
is given to us. Calvin said in Book Ill, chaptersgéction 4, “Teachers would shout to no effecthfi€t
Himself, inner Schoolmaster, did not by His Spiidw to Himself those given to Him by the Father.”
Calvin also quotes Augustine in Book Ill, chaptes@ction 35, saying, “Our Savior, to teach us that
belief comes as a gift and not from merit, says e comes to Me unless My Father draws him.”

Thus we have taken apart Calvin’s definition oftfai'A firm and certain knowledge of God’s
benevolence toward us, founded upon the truthefrirely given promise of Christ, both revealed to
our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the $forit.” That is Calvin’s definition of faith. fie
next lesson will cover Calvin’s treatment of rearde. We will see why he moves first, before he
comes to justification, to repentance, which isadihat he uses for regeneration, or for living th
Christian life. We will spend two lessons on rep@ice and on the Christian life. Book Ill, chaptgrs
10, is a lovely section, one of the most belovadiges of thdnstitutes It is sometimes called
“Calvin’s Golden Booklet of the Christian Life.” i sometimes even printed separately, and it bas b
used by Christians for centuries as a practicatrij@son of what it means to be a Christian antivie
the Christian life. So there will be two lessonsrepentance, and then we will come to justificathmal
Christian freedom.

© Fall 2005, David Calhoun & Covenant TheologicanSnary



