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This issue’s question is: “Could a contributor to the News write something on the nature of faith? Specifically, is faith assent alone (as Gordon Clark taught)? Is assurance part of the essence of faith? Or are faith and assurance separate things, as the Westminster Standards seem to teach?”
That faith and assurance are separate things in the Westminster Confession of Faith is not how I read articles 2 and 3 of chapter 14, entitled “Of Saving Faith.” These articles read:
2. By this faith, a Christian believeth to be true whatsoever is revealed in the word, for the authority of God himself speaking therein; and acteth differently upon that which each particular passage thereof containeth; yielding obedience to the commands, trembling at the threatenings, and embracing the promises of God for this life and that which is to come. But the principal acts of saving faith are, accepting, receiving, and resting upon Christ alone for justification, sanctification, and eternal life, by virtue of the covenant of grace.
3. This faith is different in degrees, weak or strong; may be often and many ways assailed and weakened, but gets the victory; growing up in many to the attainment of a full assurance through Christ, who is both the author and finisher of our faith.
This is the Reformed and Presbyterian and biblical view of faith as both knowledge (assent) and assurance, but this spiritual knowledge and assurance are not equally strong in everybody and at all times.
The traditional Reformed view of faith is that faith is understanding and assent (these two very closely related), and trust or assurance. The Westminster Confession does not deviate from this in teaching that the principal acts of saving faith are “accepting, receiving, and resting upon Christ alone.” Its teaching that there are different degrees of faith does not contradict this either, and the Three Forms of Unity (the Heidelberg Catechism, the Belgic Confession and the Canons of Dordt) all teach much the same thing.
The Heidelberg Catechism (citing Matthew 9:2; 16:17; John 3:5; 6:69; 17:3; Acts 16:14; Romans 1:16; 4:16, 20-21; 10:14, 17; I Corinthians 1:21; Ephesians 3:12; Hebrews 11:1, 3, 6) defines faith as “not only a certain knowledge, whereby I hold for truth all that God has revealed to us in His Word, but also an assured confidence, which the Holy Ghost works by the gospel in my heart” (A. 21), clearly making assurance an essential part of faith. This is not contradicted by Canons I:12: “The elect in due time, though in various degrees and in different measures, attain the assurance of this their eternal and unchangeable election, not by inquisitively prying into the secret and deep things of God, but by observing in themselves, with a spiritual joy and holy pleasure, the infallible fruits of election pointed out in the Word of God—such as a true faith in Christ, filial fear, a godly sorrow for sin, a hungering and thirsting after righteousness, etc.”
That assurance belongs to saving faith is confessed at the very start of the Heidelberg Catechism: my “only comfort in life and death” is that “I with body and soul, both in life and death, am not my own, but belong unto my faithful Saviour Jesus Christ; who, with His precious blood, hath fully satisfied for all my sins, and delivered me from the power of the devil,” and who “by His Holy Spirit ... assures me of eternal life” (Q. & A. 1).
There are serious problems with the view of Gordon Clark that faith is assent only. That view comes very close to the old error of Sandemanianism and leads, we believe, to what is known as “dead orthodoxy.” A faith that is merely assent to the truth is little or no different from the “faith” of demons regarding which James speaks: “Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble” (2:19). In traditional Reformed theology, this is known as “historical faith,” a faith that is not saving and which differs from true faith in lacking “assured confidence” in Jehovah as the God of our salvation.
But what does Scripture teach? Among the passages cited in the Heidelberg Catechism three stand out. First, John 6:69: “And we believe and are sure that thou art that Christ, the Son of the living God.” Here belief and being sure are the same thing. Second, Ephesians 3:12: “In whom we have boldness and access with confidence by the faith of him,” where confidence is clearly part of “the faith of him,” that is, the faith that comes from Christ or the faith of which He is object. Third, Romans 4:20-21: “He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith, giving glory to God; And being fully persuaded that, what he had promised, he was able also to perform.” It is notable that this passage not only teaches that being persuaded is part of saving faith but it also suggests that that faith may be stronger or weaker.
To these passages we would add II Timothy 1:12: “For the which cause I also suffer these things: nevertheless I am not ashamed: for I know whom I have believed, and am persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have committed unto him against that day.” Also Colossians 2:2 speaks of the “assurance of understanding,” which is unto “the acknowledgment of the mystery of God, and of the Father, and of Christ.”
The following Scriptures show that faith in God’s people differs in degree:
Matthew 6:30: “Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of the field, which to day is, and to morrow is cast into the oven, shall he not much more clothe you, O ye of little faith?”
Matthew 8:10: “When Jesus heard it, he marvelled, and said to them that followed, Verily I say unto you, I have not found so great faith, no, not in Israel.”
Mark 9:24: “And straightway the father of the child cried out, and said with tears, Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief.”
Luke 22:31-32: “And the Lord said, Simon, Simon, behold, Satan hath desired to have you, that he may sift you as wheat: But I have prayed for thee, that thy faith fail not: and when thou art converted, strengthen thy brethren.”
Hebrews 6:11-12: “And we desire that every one of you do shew the same diligence to the full assurance of hope unto the end: That ye be not slothful, but followers of them who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”
Hebrews 10:22: “Let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our bodies washed with pure water.”
This is our experience as well. Our faith is sometimes strong and sometimes weak. Sometimes it burns brightly and stands strong, but sometimes it is like a “smoking flax” and a “bruised reed” (Isa. 42:3; Matt. 12:20), so that we cry out like the man in Mark 9:24, “Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief.” Even at his lowest ebb, however, the believer knows this at least, that there is no one else to go to but Christ and no hope of salvation except in His name.
Even the believer’s struggles when he is weakest are proof of God’s work in him, though he does not always see that clearly. Without the gift of faith and the beginning of living faith that receives and rests in Christ, the believer would be no different from the ungodly and would not care even one whit that he feels far from God, overwhelmed by his sins, and so weak and struggling.
The weakness of his faith and assurance is the believer’s own fault, never God’s, and it must be confessed as sin and repented of. It is to such that Christ calls, that is, those who are labouring and heavy laden: “Come unto me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matt. 11:28). The unsaved, the ungodly, are never labouring and heavy laden over their sins against God and the neighbour. They are content to be lost but those in whom God has begun His work are different. If they know nothing else, they know that without Christ they perish and they cannot bear the thought of it. Even their struggling faith, therefore, was purchased by the blood of the Son of God shed on the cross. Saints should be confident that there will be a season of richer grace for those who persevere in prayer and submission to God.
And how do we (and how do we not) receive this gracious assurance? “This assurance, however, is not produced by any peculiar revelation contrary to, or independent of the Word of God, but springs from faith in God’s promises, which He has most abundantly revealed in His Word for our comfort; from the testimony of the Holy Spirit, witnessing with our spirit, that we are children and heirs of God (Rom. 8:16); and lastly, from a serious and holy desire to preserve a good conscience and to perform good works. And if the elect of God were deprived of this solid comfort, that they shall finally obtain the victory, and of this infallible pledge or earnest of eternal glory, they would be of all men the most miserable” (Canons V:10). Rev. Ron Hanko

