John Calvin on the subject of “faith”
All these things will be easily understood after we have given a clearer definition of faith, so as to enable the
readers to apprehend its nature and power. Here it is of importance to call to mind what was formerly taught,
first, That since God by his Law prescribes what we ought to do, failure in any one respect subjects us to the
dreadful judgment of eternal death, which it denounces. Secondly, Because it is not only difficult, but
altogether beyond our strength and ability, to fulfill the demands of the Law, if we look only to ourselves and
consider what is due to our merits, no ground of hope remains, but we lie forsaken of God under eternal death.
Thirdly, That there is only one method of deliverance which can rescue us from this miserable calamity, viz.,
when Christ the Redeemer appears, by whose hand our heavenly Father, out of his infinite goodness and
mercy, has been pleased to succor us, if we with true faith embrace this mercy, and with firm hope rest in it. It
is now proper to consider the nature of this faith, by means of which, those who are adopted into the family of
God obtain possession of the heavenly kingdom. For the accomplishment of so great an end, it is obvious that
no mere opinion or persuasion is adequate. And the greater care and diligence is necessary in discussing the
true nature of faith, from the pernicious delusions which many, in the present day, labour under with regard to
it. Great numbers, on hearing the term, think that nothing more is meant than a certain common assent to the
Gospel History; nay, when the subject of faith is discussed in the Schools, by simply representing God as its
object, they by empty speculation, as we have elsewhere said, (Book 2, chap. 6, sec. 4,) hurry wretched souls
away from the right mark instead of directing them to it. For seeing that God dwells in light that is
inaccessible, Christ must intervene. Hence he calls himself "the light of the world;" and in another passage,
"the way, the truth, and the life." None cometh to the Father (who is the fountain of life) except by him; for
"no man knoweth who the Father is but the Son, and he to whom the Son will reveal him." For this reason,
Paul declares, "I count all things as loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord." In the
twentieth chapter of the Acts, he states that he preached "faith towards our Lord Jesus Christ;" and in another
passage, he introduces Christ as thus addressing him: "I have appeared unto thee for this purpose, to make
thee a minister and a witness;" "delivering thee from the people, and from the Gentiles, unto whom now I
send thee," - "that they may receive forgiveness of sins, and inheritance among them which are sanctified
through faith which is in me." Paul further declares, that in the person of Christ the glory of God is visibly
manifested to us, or, which is the same thing, we have "the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the
face of Jesus Christ." It is true, indeed, that faith has respect to God only; but to this we should add, that it
acknowledges Jesus Christ whom he has sent. God would remain far off, concealed from us, were we not
irradiated by the brightness of Christ. All that the Father had, he deposited with his only begotten Son, in
order that he might manifest himself in him, and thus by the communication of blessings express the true
image of his glory. Since, as has been said, we must be led by the Spirit, and thus stimulated to seek Christ, so
must we also remember that the invisible Father is to be sought nowhere but in this image. For which reason
Augustine treating of the object of faith, (De Civitate Dei, lib. 11, ch. 2,) elegantly says, "The thing to be
known is, whither we are to go, and by what way;" and immediately after infers, that "the surest way to avoid
all errors is to know him who is both God and man. It is to God we tend, and it is by man we go, and both of
these are found only in Christ." Paul, when he preaches faith towards God, surely does not intend to
overthrow what he so often inculcates, viz., that faith has all its stability in Christ. Peter most appropriately
connects both, saying, that by him "we believe in God," (1 Pet. 1: 21.)
2.This evil, therefore, must, like innumerable others, be attributed to the Schoolmen, who have in a manner
drawn a veil over Christ, to whom, if our eye is not directly turned, we must always wander through many
labyrinths. But besides impairing, and almost annihilating, faith by their obscure definition, they have
invented the fiction of implicit faith, with which name decking the grossest ignorance, they delude the
wretched populace to their great destruction. Nay, to state the fact more truly and plainly, this fiction not only
buries true faith, but entirely destroys it. Is it faith to understand nothing, and merely submit your convictions
implicitly to the Church? Faith consists not in ignorance, but in knowledge - knowledge not of God merely,
but of the divine will. We do not obtain salvation either because we are prepared to embrace every dictate of
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the Church as true, or leave to the Church the province of inquiring and determining; but when we recognize
God as a propitious Father through the reconciliation made by Christ, and Christ as given to us for
righteousness, sanctification, and life. By this knowledge, I say, not by the submission of our understanding,
we obtain an entrance into the kingdom of heaven. For when the Apostle says, "With the heart man believeth
unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation," (Rom. 10: 10;) he intimates, that it
is not enough to believe implicitly without understanding, or even inquiring. The thing requisite is an explicit
recognition of the divine goodness, in which our righteousness consists.
3.I indeed deny not, (so enveloped are we in ignorance,) that to us very many things now are and will continue
to be completely involved until we lay aside this weight of flesh, and approach nearer to the presence of God.
In such cases the fittest course is to suspend our judgment, and resolve to maintain unity with the Church. But
under this pretext, to honor ignorance tempered with humility with the name of faith, is most absurd. Faith
consists in the knowledge of God and Christ, (John 17: 3,) not in reverence for the Church. And we see what a
labyrinth they have formed out of this implicit faith - every thing, sometimes even the most monstrous errors,
being received by the ignorant as oracles without any discrimination, provided they are prescribed to them
under the name of the Church. This inconsiderate facility, though the surest precipice to destruction, is,
however, excused on the ground that it believes nothing definitely, but only with the appended condition, if
such is the faith of the Church. Thus they pretend to find truth in error, light in darkness, true knowledge in
ignorance. Not to dwell longer in refuting these views, we simply advise the reader to compare them with
ours. The clearness of truth will itself furnish a sufficient refutation. For the question they raise is not, whether
there may be an implicit faith with many remains of ignorance, but they maintain, that persons living and even
indulging in a stupid ignorance duly believe, provided, in regard to things unknown, they assent to the
authority and judgment of the Church: as if Scripture did not uniformly teach, that with faith understanding is
conjoined.
4.We grant, indeed, that so long as we are pilgrims in the world faith is implicit, not only because as yet many
things are hidden from us, but because, involved in the mists of error, we attain not to all. The highest
wisdom, even of him who has attained the greatest perfection, is to go forward, and endeavor in a calm and
teachable spirit to make further progress. Hence Paul exhorts believers to wait for further illumination in any
matter in which they differ from each other, Phil. 3: 15.) And certainly experience teaches, that so long as we
are in the flesh, our attainments are less than is to be desired. In our daily reading we fall in with many
obscure passages which convict us of ignorance. With this curb God keeps us modest, assigning to each a
measure of faith, that every teacher, however excellent, may still be disposed to learn. Striking examples of
this implicit faith may be observed in the disciples of Christ before they were fully illuminated. We see with
what difficulty they take in the first rudiments, how they hesitate in the minutest matters, how, though
hanging on the lips of their Master, they make no great progress; nay, even after running to the sepulchre on
the report of the women, the resurrection of their Master appears to them a dream. As Christ previously bore
testimony to their faith, we cannot say that they were altogether devoid of it; nay, had they not been persuaded
that Christ would rise again, all their zeal would have been extinguished. Nor was it superstition that led the
women to prepare spices to embalm a dead body of whose revival they had no expectation; but, although they
gave credit to the words of one whom they knew to be true, yet the ignorance which still possessed their
minds involved their faith in darkness, and left them in amazement. Hence they are said to have believed only
when, by the reality, they perceive the truth of what Christ had spoken; not that they then began to believe, but
the seed of a hidden faith, which lay as it were dead in their hearts, then burst forth in vigor. They had,
therefore, a true but implicit faith, having reverently embraced Christ as the only teacher. Then, being taught
by him, they felt assured that he was the author of salvation: in fine, believed that he had come from heaven to
gather disciples, and take them thither through the grace of the Father. There cannot be a more familiar proof
of this, than that in all men faith is always mingled with incredulity.
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5.We may also call their faith implicit, as being properly nothing else than a preparation for faith. The
Evangelists describe many as having believed, although they were only roused to admiration by the miracles,
and went no farther than to believe that Christ was the promised Messiah, without being at all imbued with
Evangelical doctrine. The reverence which subdued them, and made them willingly submit to Christ, is
honored with the name of faith, though it was nothing but the commencement of it. Thus the nobleman who
believed in the promised cure of his son, on returning home, is said by the Evangelist (John 4: 53) to have
again believed; that is, he had first received the words which fell from the lips of Christ as an oracular
response, and thereafter submitted to his authority and received his doctrine. Although it is to be observed that
he was docile and disposed to learn, yet the word "believed" in the former passage denotes a particular faith,
and in the latter gives him a place among those disciples who had devoted themselves to Christ. Not unlike
this is the example which John gives of the Samaritans who believed the women, and eagerly hastened to
Christ; but, after they had heard him, thus express themselves, "Now we believe, not because of thy saying,
for we have heard him ourselves, and know that this is indeed the Christ, the Savior of the world," (John 4:
42.) From these passages it is obvious, that even those who are not yet imbued with the first principles,
provided they are disposed to obey, are called believers, not properly indeed, but inasmuch as God is pleased
in kindness so highly to honor their pious feeling. But this docility, with a desire of further progress, is widely
different from the gross ignorance in which those sluggishly indulge who are contented with the implicit faith
of the Papists. If Paul severely condemns those who are "ever learning, and never able to come to the
knowledge of the truth," how much more sharply ought those to be rebuked who avowedly affect to know
nothing?
6.The true knowledge of Christ consists in receiving him as he is offered by the Father, namely, as invested
with his Gospel. For, as he is appointed as the end of our faith, so we cannot directly tend towards him except
under the guidance of the Gospel. Therein are certainly unfolded to us treasures of grace. Did these continue
shut, Christ would profit us little. Hence Paul makes faith the inseparable attendant of doctrine in these words,
"Ye have not so learned Christ; if so be that ye have heard him, and have been taught by him, as the truth is in
Jesus," (Eph. 4: 20,21.) Still I do not confine faith to the Gospel in such a sense as not to admit that enough
was delivered to Moses and the Prophets to form a foundation of faith; but as the Gospel exhibits a fuller
manifestation of Christ, Paul justly terms it the doctrine of faith, (1 Tim. 4: 6.) For which reason, also he
elsewhere says, that, by the coming of faith, the Law was abolished, (Rom. 10: 4,) including under the
expression a new and unwonted mode of teaching, by which Christ, from the period of his appearance as the
great Master, gave a fuller illustration of the Father's mercy, and testified more surely of our salvation. But an
easier and more appropriate method will be to descend from the general to the particular. First, we must
remember, that there is an inseparable relation between faith and the word, and that these can no more be
disconnected from each other than rays of light from the sun. Hence in Isaiah the Lord exclaims, "Hear, and
your soul shall live," (Is. 4: 3.) And John points to this same fountain of faith in the following words, "These
are written that ye might believe," (John 20: 31.) The Psalmist also exhorting the people to faith says, "Today, if ye will hear his voice," (Ps. 95: 7,) to hear being uniformly taken for to believe. In fine, in Isaiah the
Lord distinguishes the members of the Church from strangers by this mark, "All thy children shall be taught
of the Lord," (Is. 54: 13;) for if the benefit was indiscriminate, why should he address his words only to a
few? Corresponding with this, the Evangelists uniformly employ the terms believers and disciples as
synonymous. This is done especially by Luke in several passages of the Acts. He even applies the term
disciple to a woman, (Acts 9: 36.) Wherefore, if faith declines in the least degree from the mark at which it
ought to aim, it does not retain its nature, but becomes uncertain credulity and vague wandering of mind. The
same word is the basis on which it rests and is sustained. Declining from it, it falls. Take away the word,
therefore, and no faith will remain. We are not here discussing, whether, in order to propagate the word of
God by which faith is engendered, the ministry of man is necessary, (this will be considered elsewhere;) but
we say that the word itself, whatever be the way in which it is conveyed to us, is a kind of mirror in which
faith beholds God. In this, therefore, whether God uses the agency of man, or works immediately by his own
power, it is always by his word that he manifests himself to those whom he designs to draw to himself. Hence
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Paul designates faith as the obedience which is given to the Gospel, (Rom. 1: 5;) and writing to the
Philippians, he commends them for the obedience of faith, (Phil. 2: 17.) For faith includes not merely the
knowledge that God is, but also, nay chiefly, a perception of his will toward us. It concerns us to know not
only what he is in himself, but also in what character he is pleased to manifest himself to us. We now see,
therefore, that faith is the knowledge of the divine will in regard to us, as ascertained from his word. And the
foundation of it is a previous persuasion of the truth of God. So long as your mind entertains any misgivings
as to the certainty of the word, its authority will be weak and dubious, or rather it will have no authority at all.
Nor is it sufficient to believe that God is true, and cannot lie or deceive, unless you feel firmly persuaded that
every word which proceeds from him is sacred, inviolable truth.
7.But

since the heart of man is not brought to faith by every word of God, we must still consider what it is that
faith properly has respect to in the word. The declaration of God to Adam was, "Thou shalt surely die," (Gen.
2: 17;) and to Cain, "The voice of thy brother's blood crieth unto me from the ground," (Gen. 4: 10;) but these,
so far from being fitted to establish faith, tend only to shake it. At the same time, we deny not that it is the
office of faith to assent to the truth of God whenever, whatever, and in whatever way he speaks: we are only
inquiring what faith can find in the word of God to lean and rest upon. When conscience sees only wrath and
indignation, how can it but tremble and be afraid? and how can it avoid shunning the God whom it thus
dreads? But faith ought to seek God, not shun him. It is evident, therefore, that we have not yet obtained a full
definition of faith, it being impossible to give the name to every kind of knowledge of the divine will. Shall
we, then, for "will", which is often the messenger of bad news and the herald of terror, substitute the
benevolence or mercy of God? In this way, doubtless, we make a nearer approach to the nature of faith. For
we are allured to seek God when told that our safety is treasured up in him; and we are confirmed in this when
he declares that he studies and takes an interest in our welfare. Hence there is need of the gracious promise, in
which he testifies that he is a propitious Father; since there is no other way in which we can approach to him,
the promise being the only thing on which the heart of man can recline. For this reason, the two things, mercy
and truth, are uniformly conjoined in the Psalms as having a mutual connection with each other. For it were of
no avail to us to know that God is true, did He not in mercy allure us to himself; nor could we of ourselves
embrace his mercy did not He expressly offer it. "I have declared thy faithfulness and thy salvation: I have not
concealed thy loving-kindness and thy truth. Withhold not thy tender mercies from me, O Lord: let thy lovingkindness and thy truth continually preserve me," (Ps. 40: 10,11.) "Thy mercy, O Lord, is in the heavens; and
thy faithfulness reacheth unto the clouds," (Ps. 36: 5.) "All the paths of the Lord are mercy and truth unto such
as keep his covenant and his testimonies," (Ps. 25: 10.) "His merciful kindness is great toward us: and the
truth of the Lord endureth for ever," (Ps. 117: 2.) "I will praise thy name for thy loving-kindness and thy
truth," (Ps. 138: 2.) I need not quote what is said in the Prophets, to the effect that God is merciful and faithful
in his promises. It were presumptuous in us to hold that God is propitious to us, had we not his own
testimony, and did he not prevent us by his invitation, which leaves no doubt or uncertainty as to his will. It
has already been seen that Christ is the only pledge of love, for without him all things, both above and below
speak of hatred and wrath. We have also seen, that since the knowledge of the divine goodness cannot be of
much importance unless it leads us to confide in it, we must exclude a knowledge mingled with doubt, - a
knowledge which, so far from being firm, is continually wavering. But the human mind, when blinded and
darkened, is very far from being able to rise to a proper knowledge of the divine will; nor can the heart,
fluctuating with perpetual doubt, rest secure in such knowledge.
Hence, in order that the word of God may gain full credit, the mind must be enlightened, and the heart
confirmed, from some other quarter.
We shall now have a full definition of faith, if we say that it is a firm and sure knowledge of the divine
favor toward us, founded on the truth of a free promise in Christ, and revealed to our minds, and
sealed on our hearts, by the Holy Spirit.
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