Introduction to the Theology of John Calvin, Class 14 Jan 13, 2008

Calvin’s Institutes, Book Three, The Way in Which We Receive the Grace of Christ [cont’d]

CHAPTER 1I FAITH: ITS DEFINITION SET FORTH, AND ITS PROPERTIES EXPLAINED [part 3]

The estimated schedule for Book III, Chapter II is as follows:

Topic Sections Class
Review: The Definition of Faith 14-15 Jan 13, 2008
Faith and Assurance 16-21 “

Faith and The Fear of God 22-28 Jan 20

The Basis of Faith 29-32 “

Faith Revealed in Our Hearts by the Spirit  33-37 Jan 27
Refutation of Scholastic Objections 38-40 :

Relation of Faith to Hope and Love 41-43 “

Let us first review briefly what was covered in the previous class last semester:

Jesus Christ is the object of faith:

1)

Calvin reviewed the logic that underlies the Gospel: The dreadful sentence of eternal death
is pronounced over all those who break the Law of God, since it is utterly beyond our
strength and ability to fulfill the law to the letter. But, the means of liberation is the appear-
ance of Christ the Redeemer, through whom the mercy and pity of God come to us, pro-
vided we receive, in confidence, the promise of mercy and rest in it with steadfast hope.

Jesus Christ is the object of faith, since Christ says of himself, “I am the way, the truth, and
the life.” And, “He who has seen me has seen the Father.”

True faith is based upon true knowledge of this gospel, whether that knowledge is strong
or weak.

The knowledge of the gospel is found in the Word of God. In particular, the knowledge of
the gospel is to [1] receive Christ as he is offered by the Father, [2] clothed with his gospel.

Therefore, understanding what word from God is the gospel is vital. Calvin teaches that by
faith we believe the whole word, “But since man’s heart is not aroused to [gospel] faith at
every word of God (such as words of doom and judgment), we must find out at this point
what, strictly speaking, faith looks to in the Word” upon which to seek gospel rest.

Calvin identifies the word of the gospel in the promise of grace, which testifies to us that
the Father is merciful in Christ, since we can approach him in no other way. Thus, Calvin
states that upon grace alone can the heart of man rest.
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7) Calvin concludes with the following Trinitarian definition of faith' (every word of which is
important):

Gb2¢ ¢S aKI dghtdefihiddrickféithifave ¢all itNA
afirm and certairknowledge?2 ¥ Db2riRW@k@nceoward ug,
founded upon
the truth of the freely givernpromise inChrist
both
revealed to our mindandsealed upon our hearthrough theHoly Sgrit® €

The consequence of Calvin’s teaching in these sections is that our true assurance as real Christians
is signified by these things:

1. Faith which rests in the grace of God, especially in the forgiveness of sins.
2. Faith which reaches the heart.
3. Faith in God as Father, evidenced by calling upon him in this way.

4. Keeping a good conscience (which proceeds from perpetual repentance, and receiving the
forgiveness of sins).

5. Perseverance in faith through difficulties.
Calvin also wishes to speak to our lack of certainty in our faith. This is a problem for us, because

%unbelief is so deeply rooted in our hearts, and we are so inclined to it, that not without hard
struggle is each one able fersuade himselbf what all confess with the mouth: namekhat

God is faithful EsB OA I £ £ &8 ¢gKSy Al O2YySa G2 NBIFfAdGe AGaSt T3

weakness. And not without cause the Holy Spirit with such notable titles ascribes authority to
the Word of God. He wishes to cure the disease | have mentioned so that am@ugusay

obtain full faith in his promisesX { dzZNBf &> |a 2FGSy |a D2R- 02YYSYyR:

rectly rebukes us for our unbelief, for he has no other intention thangmoot perverse doubts
from our hearts’

1 From Chapter I, section 7.
2 He means u$ individually.
® From Chapter Il, section 15.

“1t6s important that the personal d e f eu attribute of faith bubeelack v i e\

of trustinGo d 6 s teaof goadimedsun Christand his promise of salvatio®ur weakness of faith is not due to a lack
of effort on our part to owork it up,dé6 but is due to
heaing those promises- over andover

® Qur faith is in the goodness and strength®@bd, not in the strength of our faith.
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Calvin also complains that there are very many who, though they recognize the availability of
God'’s grace for others, yet have little confidence that it will come to themselves, or rather, that they
will come to it. This is because they confine the kindness of God within too narrow limits.

Butthere is a far different feeling dill assurancehat in the Scripturess always attributed to

faith® L A& GKAA& ¢ KA OK dneddziléarlyondnifestgdor &JC2® D2 RQa 3

Thess 1:5 Heb 6:11; 10:22. But that cannot happen withd our truly feeling its sweetness

and experiencing it in ourselves. For this reason, the apostle derives confidence from faith, and
FNRBY O2yFARSYOS>: Ay Gdz2NYys 062t RySaao C2NJ KS
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that there is no right faith except when waare® 6 A 6 K G NJ yljdzA f KSFNIa G2 ai

This boldness arises only out of@re confidence in divine benevolence and salvatidims is so

GNHzS GKFG GKS ¢2NR aFFAGKE A& GSNE 2F0Sy dzaSR T3

16. The chief hinge of faith

Here, indeed, is thehief hinge on which faith turnshat we do not regard the promises of me

cy that God €fers as trueonly outside ourselves, but nett all in usyather that we make them
ours by inwardly embracing thenHence, at last is born that confidence which Paul elsewhere
Ol f f & [RomS:1])0 Saw it is an ssurance that renders the conscience calm and peaceful
0 ST2NB D2 RQidhow ilztReTonScifricadmust be harried bisturbed alarm andal-
most torn to piecesunless perhaps, forgetting God and self, it for thenment sleeps. And truly
for the moment, for it does not long enjoy that miserable forgetfulness without the merobry
divine judgment repeatedly coming back and very violently renditfyBriefly, he alone is truly

a believet* who, convinced by a firm convictiothat God is a kindly and walisposed Father
toward him, promises himself all things on the basisisfgenerosity; who, relying upon the
promises of divine benevolence toward him, lays hold oruadoubted expectation of sadv

tion.! & GKS ILIRadtS LRAyGa 2dzi Ay (KSasS 62NRay

FANY S@Sy G2 (T, hs goRsidersihatno one Noped well in the Lord except
him who confidently glories in the inheritance of thieavenlyKingdom. No man is a believer, |
say, except him whdeaning upon the assurance of his salvatioonfidently triumphs over the
devil and death X

® Colossians 2:1 1 For | want you to know what a great conflict | have for you and those in Laodicea, and for as many as

have not seen my face in the flesh, 2 that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love, and attaining to all

riches of the full assurance of understanding, to the knowledge of the mystery of God, both of the Father and of Christ, *in

whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.
1 Thessalonians 1:5 ° For our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Spirit and in

much assurance, as you know what kind of men we were among you for your sake.
Hebrews 10:22 ??let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil con-
science and our bodies washed with pure water.

°® The use of the wohedk odlatr@® n st dgapeos tmm@mttuoywurt d ul k-
t h

es, even though the world, e flesh, and the devil
2 This sounds autobiographical.
"The term oObelievero is a critical one for Calvin.
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An Aside on Christian Assurance in its historical development:

Calvin thus ties faith and assurance together, just as he in other places ties together faith and the
presence of the Holy Spirit, or faith and deliverance from the dominion (if not the presence) of sin.

Now, this close tie of faith and “full assurance” is a connection not approved as accurate by some
of the English Puritans, in the generations after Calvin. Because of the respect for the Puritan her-
itage, you may also encounter Reformed churches today that do not appear to take Calvin’s posi-
tion. Therefore, this difference needs to be understood.

For Calvin, assurance is the natural accompaniment to real faith in the gospel of the grace of God.
Only in a secondary sense is our assurance strengthened by the sight of our spiritual progress over
time (sanctification). However, for those of the later Reformed who do not agree with Calvin, the
order is reversed. For them, assurance that one has true faith is primarily based in spiritual
progress. This takes time. Therefore, a sense of full assurance is delayed — perhaps for a long time,
even for a lifetime. Therefore, for these later theologians, there are two stages of faith. The first
stage is insight into the gospel, leading to conversion and justification, but not necessarily much
assurance. The second stage, perhaps a long time later, is the insight, based on inward evidence of
progress, that one has truly accepted the gospel. This is supposed to lead to “full assurance.”

Calvin (and Luther) oppose this later development.

Now, scholars have written books about this change in the doctrine of faith and assurance. Other
scholars debate them. For my part, as simply a reader of these scholars, I agree with those who say
there is a material change.

It seems to me that the change came about this way:

Preachers and teachers came to a conviction that people were living by a false assurance, and that
their profession of faith should be questioned in many cases.'” Therefore, for many theological
reasons which we cannot go into here, full assurance was taught to be a fruit of the sanctifying
work of the Holy Spirit. Persons were taught that they should not naively presume that their faith
is genuine. They should have evidence. They should come to know by the experience of sanctifi-
cation that their faith is valid, rather than just “daring” to rest on Christ, as Calvin said. But, Cal-
vin sees, and the Scripture teaches, that assurance is necessary for Christian growth. Calvin has
just said so in our passage. Hindering the assurance of believers hinders their spiritual growth and
depresses their spirituality. It’s self-defeating. Also, the later teaching of delayed assurance is
based on the idea that self-examination for spiritual fruits is the way for a person to be sure that he
is not “falsely converted.” But, Calvin is not naive. In fact, Calvin will say (in later chapters):
How do you know that the righteousness you think you see in yourself means that you are saved,
rather than that the sin you surely still see remaining means you are not?

2 In many casest is surely truethat there are those whee confidence is more in themselves than in ChriBut, the
quedion is, how to deal with it.
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Our only hope lies not in our spiritual “accomplishments,” but in Christ’s accomplishments. We
do not look within ourselves to find assurance. We look at Christ and what he did for our assur-
ance.

Remember Calvin’s Will, which we read in the first class last semester:

X But alas! The desire which | have had, and the zeal, if so it must be called, has been so cold
and so sluggish that | feel myself a debtor in everything and evessgy and that, were it not

for his infinite goodness, all the affection | have had would be but as smoke, nay, that even the
favors which he has accorded me would be render me so much more guilty; so that meg-only r
course is this, that being theather of mercies he wilshow himself the Father of so miserable a
sinner.

All saints die talking like this, because at the last moment they see all their labors and efforts as
smoke, and rely entirely on the grace of God. The Judge will discern in them the good works he
has gifted them with, and reward them later.

Therefore, Calvin does not spend his time questioning people’s assurance, in some kind of plan to
make sure that people are saved for sure. Calvin thinks that the Scriptural approach is for every-
one to continue to encourage themselves to believe the Gospel, with full confidence in the grace of
God in Christ. The Holy Spirit knows how to apply the gospel inwardly and kindle the true and
living faith. We can announce the gospel, but the Spirit does the work of converting. Therefore,
we should at all times turn from our sins and believe the gospel, hope in God’s grace, pray for one
another, and be patient in all cases.

X S NS’ (FdAKG FNRBY (GKFG YFadSNI e adefinvor iAzy 27
fAFSS y2NI I yaStazx y2NI LINAYOALI ftAGASAT Y2N L2 6 S NI
FNF GS dza FNRY (GKS t20S 2F D2R ¢ K% Omus,SnviiieNI O0Sa  dz
same manner, the apostle does not consider the eyesuofminds well illumined, except as we

discern what the hope of the eternal inheritance is to which we have been déljeu 1:18].

And everywhere he so teaches as to intimate that we cannot otherwise well comprehend the

goodness of God unless watherfrom it the fruit of great assurance

Now, having made these confident statements, Calvin recognizes that reality seems to be a little
different, a good bit of the time.

Class 14 paused at this point, being

17. Faith in the struggle against temptation out of time. Coverage of the ma-
- terial will resume at the next class.

{GAf I az2YS feyess expiichce sométhiny fadifferéht: In recognizing the grace

of God toward themselves they are not only tried by disquiet, which often comes upon them,

but they are repeatedly shaken by gravest terrors. For so violent are the temptations that

trouble their minds as not to seem quite compatible witk & OSNI I Ay G&é 2F FlLAGKO
we shall have to solve this difficulty if we wish the abaventioned doctriné®to stand.

3 That is, his teaching in section 16.
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Calvin goes on to say that we cannot imagine any certainty that is not tinged with doubt, nor any
assurance not assailed by some anxiety. In fact, believers are in perpetual conflict with their own
unbelief. The spiritual rest on Christ, which is characteristic of true faith, exists in spite of the tu-
mult brought about by the unbelief of the flesh.

As an example, Calvin quotes David. David, with innumerable complaints declares how unquiet
his mind always was. “Why do you tremble,” he says, “my soul, and why are you disquieted
within me? Hope in God” [Ps 42:5, 11; 43:5]. Or, “I have said in my alarm, I am cast away from
the sight of thine eyes” [Ps 31:22].

In despair he condemns himself to death, and not only confesses himself to be troubled with
doubt, but, as if he had fallen in the struggle, he feels that there is nothing leitio ForGad
hasforsaken him, and has turned his hand, which was once his help, to his destruction. So he
justifiably urges his soul to return to its repose [Ps 116:7] because he had experienced what it
was to be tossed among stormy waves.

But, says Calvin, the characteristic of true faith is that it rises up through all these difficulties and is
not destroyed by them.

So, David, even when he might have seemed overwhelmed, in rebuking himself did not cease to
rise up to God. He who, struggling with higroweakness, presses toward faith in his moments
2F FYEASGe A& FfNBFRe Ay fFNBS LI NI OAOG2NA2dzaA D

Here, then, is the proper reward and penalty wibelief so to tremble as tdgurn aside from
Godwhen one does nobpen the door for himself by faith

But, on the other handpelieverswhom the weight of temptation bends down and almost
crusheconstantlyriseup I f 6 K2dzZAK y2{ 6A0GK2dzi RAFFAOAA (& | yR

Calvin has now taught two perspectives:
1. Faith is connected with great assurance.

2. Faith is warred against by the forces of evil (the world, the flesh, and the devil) and is in
constant tumult.

How, then, are these two perspectives to be understood?

18. The conflict in the heart of the believer

In order to understand this, it is necessary to return tattdivision of flesh and spirivhich we
have mentioned elsewhere. It most clearly reveals itself at this point. Therefore the godly heart
feels in itself a division because it is

9 Partly imbued with sweetness from its recognition of the@ide goodness
Partly grieves in bitterness from an awareness of its calamity;

9 Partly restsupon the promise of the gospel,
Partly trembles at the evidence of its own iniquity;
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9 Partly rejoices at the expecti®mn of life,
Partly shudders at death.

This variation ases fromimperfection of faith since in the course of the present life it never
goes so well with us that we are wholly cured of ttisease of unbeliednd entirely filled and
possessed by faithHence arise those conflicts, when unbelief, whighosesin the remains of
the flesh, rises up to attack the faith that has been inwardly conceived.

But if in the believing mind certainty is mixed with doubt, do we not always come back to this,
that faith does not rest in a certain and clear knowledge, but émlgn obscure and confused
knowledge of the divine will toward usNot at all For even if we are distracted by various
thoughts, we are not on that account completely divorced from faith. Nor if we are troubled on
all sides by the agitation of unbefjeare we for that reason immersed in its abyss. If we are
struck, we are not for that reason cast down from our position. For the end of the confllet is a
ways this: thafaith ultimately triumphs over those difficulties which besiege and seem teimp

ril it.

19. Even weak faith is real faith

Calvin goes on to say that when even the least drop of faith is instilled into our minds, we begin to
contemplate God’s face, peaceful and gracious toward us, even if afar off. We know we are not
deceived by this. Then, as we advance in the faith, the sight becomes clearer. Ignorance is gradu-
ally dispelled. But, in any case, we have a clear knowledge of the grace of God. Therefore, even
though we are aware of our darkness, we are also definitely aware of the distant vision, which the
flesh cannot suppress, and which comes closer to us every day.

20. The weakness and strength of faith

Calvin quotes Paul to show that “we know in part and prophesy in part” [1 Cor 13:9,12], and “see
in a mirror dimly” [1 Cor 13:12]. This is faith’s weakness. Yet at the same time, with uncovered
face and no veil intervening, we see God’s glory in the face of Christ, with such effect that we are
transformed into his very likeness [2 Cor 3:18]. This is faith’s strength.

And, in speaking of the many and varied temptations that strike us to hinder our faith, Calvin says
the worst is the temptation of conscience:

But it is especially our conscience itself that, weighed down by a mass of sins, now complains
and groans, now accuses itselw murmurs secretly, now breaks out in open tumult. And so,
GKSGKSNI | ROSNRAGASE NBOSIHEf D2RQ& 6N} GKX 2NJ
thereof, then unbelief obtains weapons and devices to overthrow faitlet these are always-d

reaed to this objective: that, thinking God to be against us and hostile to us, we should not
hope for any help from him, and should fear him as if he were our deadly enemy

The practical consequence of this advice is that when we feel that God has most grounds to be an-
gry with us, we should always approach him on the grounds of his grace expressed Christ, not flee
him. For when we are satisfied with ourselves, it may be that God our Father is not satisfied, and
is preparing discipline for our good; but when we are in spiritual distress, and repentantly confess-
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ing our sins and approaching God by the means that he has ordained, then assuredly he is pleased
with us!

21. The Word of God as the shield of faith

To bear these attacks faittrms and fortifies itsélwith the Word of the Lord And when any
sort of temptation assails ussuggesting that God is our enemy because he is unfavorable t
ward usq faith, on the other hand, replies thathile he afflicts us he is also merciful because his
chastisement arise out of love rather than wrath When one is stricken by the thought that
God is Avenger of iniquities, faith sets oagainsthis the fact thathis pardon is ready for a4

iquitieswheneverd KS &AYYSNJ 6SiGlF 1 Sa& KPhysdhs gdiy mind2howek S [ 2 NRQ&

er strange the ways in which it is vexed and troubled, finally surmounts all difficultiepieaed
allows itself to be deprived of assurance of divine merBather, all the contentions that try
and weary it result in the certainty of thiassurance. A proof of this is that while the saints

aSSy (2 o0S @OSNEBR 3INBIFGfe LINBiaSR o0& D2RQa @Sy3asSt

and when it seems that the will not at all be heard, they nonetheless call upon’hid. ¢ K dz&
the discipks whom Christ rebuked for the smallness of their faith complained that they were
perishing, and yet weranploring his held Matt 8:25-26]. Indeed, while he reproves them for
their little faith, he does not cast them out from the ranks of his disciptesount them among

dzy 0 St ASOSNE> odzi dzNBS& GKSY (2 &aKFK1S 2FF GKI

the godly breast, but clings so fast to the inmost parts that, however faith seems to be shaken or
to bend this way or that, its light isever so extinguished or snuffed out that it does not at least
lurk as it were beneath the ashes. And this example shows that the Word, which is an itcorrup
ible seed, brings forth fruit like itself, whose fertility never wholly dries up and dies. Tihe ul

T
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present. And yet Job declares that his hope will extend so far that even if God should slay him
he will not for that reason cease to hope in him [JoblBR The matter stands thudJnbelief
R2Sa y2i( K2fR agle& gAGKAY 0StASUSNEQ KSINIa:z

Calvin goes on to compare faith — the shield against Satan’s fiery darts — to a soldier’s shield. He
may receive blows on his shield that make him give ground. Perhaps the shield is even damaged
at some point. However, the spiritual warriors shield of faith never gives way entirely, and always
becomes fresh, whole and strong again. Those who wield it gain the triumph in the end, because
being tested on the battlefield by faithful use of the shield of faith (which is capable of deflecting
all the fiery arrows if used), these spiritual soldiers become stronger with each battle, and are again
ready to enter the fight.

Thus, if we may judgedm the outcome, believers not only emerge safely from every battle, so
that, having received fresh strength, they are shortly after ready to descend again intoethe ar

o dzl

YIT o0dzi 0SaARSaz ¢KIFG W2KyYy &l &a Ayvickdtat Ol y2y A Ol
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only in one battle, or a few, or against any particular assault; but thatjgh it be assailed a
thousand times, it will prevail over the entiveorld.

“We remember Chri st 6MyGodomyded pnwh¥hehav e s JhsusdHe espenaekottie me ? ¢

gody.
15 Calvin sees the heart as the controlling factor. What has supremacy in the heart has supremacy in the whole man.
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