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DOES JUSTIFYING FAITH INCLUDE EVANGELICAL OBEDIENCE 

IN JOHN CALVIN’S THEOLOGY? 

 

By Sam Waldron 

Thesis 

 Recent tensions, debates, and currents in evangelical theology have caused 

saving faith and evangelical obedience to be more and more closely related in some 

quarters.  Scott Hafemann, for instance, in his The God of Promise and the Life of Faith 

speaks not simply of “the inextricable unity of faith and obedience,” but proceeds to 

speak of “the unity of faith and obedience as the two aspects of our one response to 

God.”
1
  By the end of the chapter in which he makes these statements, he is speaking of 

“faith-obedience.”
2
  This stress on the unity and inseparability of saving faith and 

evangelical obedience finds its mirror image and contrast in the complete severance of 

faith and obedience in the so-called “Free Grace Movement” and its polemic against 

“Lordship Salvation.”
3
  This view denies that saving faith finds its necessary expression 

or inevitable fruit and vindication in evangelical obedience.  Thus, at one and the same 

time there are tendencies in evangelicalism both to separate and to identify saving faith 

and evangelical obedience.   

_______________________ 

1
Scott Hafemann, The God of Promise and the Life of Faith (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 

2001), 86.  

2
Ibid., 103.  In fairness to Hafemann it must be noted that he does seem to define faith as 

trusting in God’s promises (84, 87), but all of the emphasis is on the unity of faith and obedience and not on 

their distinctive characteristics.  My concern is that the distinction between faith and obedience is 

disappearing.  Cf. also the statements he makes on 216 and 217 where denying that the law and the gospel 

are two different messages, he says that the obedience of faith (which is, as he says, faith expressing itself 

in obedience) is both the means and the result of being saved.  Hafemann seems to be following the lead of 

Daniel B. Fuller, Gospel & Law: Contrast or Continuum? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 105-20.  Note 

the particularly troubling statements of Fuller on page 119. 

3
Zane Hodges, The Gospel under Siege (Dallas: Redencion Viva, 1981), 11-12.  
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 These tendencies raise important questions about the evangelical doctrine of 

“faith alone” or sola fide.  Since the doctrine of sola fide was pioneered by Martin Luther 

and systematized by John Calvin, it is certainly important to ask how such tendencies 

reflect or fail to reflect the doctrine of “faith alone” as it was understood by these 

Reformation luminaries.  Calvin, of course, frequently and explicitly affirmed 

justification sola fide.
4
  In this paper only the views of John Calvin will be examined and 

primarily with reference to the contemporary tendency to identify faith and obedience.  In 

the language of the title of this paper, we will ask, Does justifying faith include 

evangelical obedience in John Calvin’s theology?  To put this same question in other 

words, we will ask, Is evangelical obedience included in justifying faith? 

 Calvin could not avoid this issue in articulating the doctrine of sola fide.  It 

becomes clear at a number of points in his writing that his Roman Catholic adversaries 

specifically argued that it was simply impossible to separate justifying faith and the 

obedience flowing from love and born of the gospel of Christ.  (This is what is meant by 

evangelical obedience in this essay—the obedience to the gospel leading to the moral 

renewal of the sinner.)  Thus, to speak of being justified by faith alone is meaningless 

because such faith always includes love for God and the obedience to God that flows 

from it.
5
   

 It is the thesis of this essay that Calvin responded to his Roman Catholic 

opponents and to the question put in the title of this essay both affirmatively and 

_______________________ 

4
W. Stanford Reid, “Justification by Faith according to John Calvin,” Westminster Theological 

Journal  42, no. 2 (Spring, 1980): 290-307.  Reid concludes this article with the assertion,  “In this teaching 

Calvin saw eye to eye with Martin Luther, and those who would make a distinction between them, would 

seem to be misrepresenting one or both of the reformers” (307).  Within this article Reid notes how 

frequently Calvin affirmed sola fide (296) and cites especially 3:17:7, 8, 10) of the Institutes.  Calvin also 

frequently affirms sola fide in his commentaries.  Cf. Comm. Rom. 1:16, 17; 3:21, 28; 4:6-8; Gal. 2:16; 5:6; 

Heb. 11:1-7. 

5
Inst. 3:11:20; Comm. Rom. 3:27, 28. {Footnote citations written as Inst. are from Calvin, 

John. Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, ed. John T. McNeill. (London : S.C.M. 

Press, 1961).  Footnote citations written as Comm. are from Calvinôs Commentaries, 22 vol. (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Book House, 1981).  
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negatively.  His answer depends on a careful analysis of the meaning of the question.  If 

he took the question to mean, Does justifying faith have the character of evangelical 

obedience?, or, Does it produce evangelical obedience?, then Calvin answered the 

question affirmatively.  If, however, Calvin took the question to mean, Why does faith 

justify?, or, Does faith justify as evangelical obedience?, or, Does faith justify in its 

character as evangelical obedience?, then Calvin answered the question with an emphatic 

negative. 

 Calvin’s answer is of considerable contemporary significance.  For, when his 

answer is understood, it exposes the weakness of both parties specified in the opening 

paragraph.  Faith and evangelical obedience must, according to Calvin, be neither 

separated nor identified.  Sola fide for Calvin involves a crucial distinction between faith 

and evangelical obedience, but not a separation of them.  Though the burden of this essay 

is to show that Calvin distinguished faith and evangelical obedience, we will begin by 

briefly arguing that he also saw them as inseparable. 

The Affirmative Answer in Calvin  

Faith and Evangelical Obedience 

 Faith and evangelical obedience in Calvin are inseparable not in one but two 

senses.  Faith is evangelical obedience, and it is inseparable from evangelical obedience 

in that it produces it. 

Faith is obedience.  We need proceed no further than Calvin’s understanding 

of Romans 1:5 to see that for Calvin faith is obedience.   

 In recent years the phrase, “the obedience of faith,” occurring in both Romans 

1:5 and Romans 16:26 and so bracketing Paul’s crucial letter to the Romans, has become 

an exegetical crux as debates about the meaning of faith and its relation to justification 

have heated up among evangelicals.  Is it the obedience that springs from or results from 
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faith or is it the obedience that consists in faith?  Or is it one of several other 

alternatives?
6
  Much theologically, perhaps too much, has been made to ride on the 

exegesis of this difficult phrase.   

 Calvin does not appear to be in any doubt about the meaning of this phrase.  

He straightforwardly affirms the interpretation that the obedience is the obedience to the 

gospel that consists in faith.  Commenting on the verse in question he says: 

That is, we have received a command to preach the gospel among all nations, and 
this gospel they obey in faith. . . . 

We must also notice here what faith is; the name of obedience is given to it, and for 
this reason—because the Lord calls us by his gospel; we respond to his call by faith; 
as on the other hand, the chief act of disobedience is unbelief . . . . Faith is properly 
that by which we obey the gospel.

7
 

Faith is inseparable from obedience.   Here Calvin’s understanding of 

Galatians 5:6 is sufficient to clarify Calvin’s view.   In his comments on this text Calvin 

makes clear that faith is not to be separated from obedience in the sense of good works.  

Good works always accompany and follow it.  In the Institutes, as we shall see, he makes 

clear that faith unites us to Christ and thus inevitably and inseparably bestows the moral 

renewal that he variously describes as repentance, sanctification, and regeneration.
8
   

 Galatians 5:6 is a key text for Calvin.  He not only comments on it in his 

commentary, but alludes to it in the discussion just mentioned in the Institutes.
9
  In his 

commentary on this text (in words that anticipate later Reformed confessional statements) 

he affirms that saving faith is never alone, but always accompanied by good works.  

Commenting on the phrase, “But faith which worketh by love,” in Galatians 5:6 he 

_______________________ 

6
C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, The International Critical Commentary 

(Edinburgh: T. & T.  Clark Limited), 1:66-67.  Cranfield actually adopts, as we shall see, the same 

interpretation of this phrase as Calvin:  “the obedience which consists in faith.” 

7
Comm. Rom. 1:5.  

8
Inst. 3:3:1-11.  

9
Inst. 3:11:20.  
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remarks: 

When they attempt to refute our doctrine, that we are justified by faith alone, they 
take this line of argument.  If the faith which justifies us be that “which worketh by 
love,” then faith alone does not justify.  I answer, they do not comprehend their own 
silly talk; still less do they comprehend our statements.  It is not our doctrine that the 
faith which justifies is alone; we maintain that it is invariably accompanied by good 
works; only we contend that faith alone is sufficient for justification . . . . We, again, 
refuse to admit that, in any case, faith can be separated from the Spirit of 
regeneration; but when the question comes to be in what manner we are justified, 
we then set aside all works.

10
 

 Calvin in these passages makes clear that faith is not the opposite or contrary 

of obedience.  If it were the primary point of this essay, many other passages might be 

cited.  Faith is in itself obedience.  From an alternate point of view it is the source of 

obedience and inseparable from it.  The consequences of this alternate point of view will 

become significant as this essay proceeds. 

The Implications of the Affirmative Answer 

 When it is asked, then, if saving faith includes evangelical obedience for 

Calvin, the answer from one perspective is surely that it does!  Saving faith is obedience 

to the gospel.  Thus, in the strictest sense it includes evangelical obedience.  It also 

includes evangelical obedience in the sense of always bestowing it and always being 

accompanied by it.   

The Negative Answer 

Introductory Comments 

 If the affirmative answer were all there was to the matter for Calvin, this would 

_______________________ 

10
Comm. Gal. 5:6.  Note how similar is this statement to the later affirmations of the British 

Calvinists in their confessions.  The Westminster Confession, the Savoy Declaration, and the 1689 Baptist 

Confession all affirm in identical language (at chapter 11, paragraph 2) that “faith thus receiving and resting 

on Christ and his righteousness, is the alone instrument of justification;  yet it is not alone in the person 

justified, but is ever accompanied with all other saving graces, and is no dead faith, but worketh by love.”  

This says at least something about the multifaceted debate about the relation of Calvin and the Calvinists. 
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be a very short essay indeed.  Calvin, however, affirms, as just noted, the point that 

saving faith is never alone but is always accompanied by good works and the other graces 

of the Christian life.  This affirmation implicitly contains a distinction between faith and 

obedience.  Faith is not simply and without further ado to be equated with obedience.  

Calvin must also say that it is the source of the moral renewal that consists in obedience 

and is accompanied by good works.  These statements imply, as I shall attempt to prove 

in the rest of this paper, that there is also for Calvin an important—even critical—

distinction to be maintained between faith and evangelical obedience.   

 There is, in fact, another side to the matter for Calvin that is critically 

important to his theology.  If the question is put this way:  Does faith justify as obedience 

for Calvin? Or in this way, Is it because faith is obedience and the beginning of new 

obedience that justification is by faith alone for Calvin?, the burden of Calvin’s thought 

on this issue begins to press in upon us and show that much more must be said.   

 In the rest of this essay, then, I will argue that, though faith is obedience for 

Calvin, faith does not justify as obedience.  This may seem a fine distinction.  An 

illustration may clarify the issue, make this distinction seem less technical, and bring out 

its practical importance.   

 Faith is like an oval mirror of the fancy kind that one may find in the hall or 

lounge of a nice restaurant.  Such a mirror has more than one quality, property, or 

characteristic.  It is oval.  It is also reflective.  The mirror possesses both qualities.  The 

peculiar quality, however, that makes this oval mirror a mirror is not that it is oval, but 

that it reflects.  It is called a mirror—not an oval!  It is just such an analysis that I believe 

(and will now attempt to prove) is crucial to Calvin’s view of sola fide.  Faith is 

obedience, but it is not this quality, property, or characteristic that makes it faith.  It is 

rather the fact that it rests and reposes on Christ that makes it faith—that is, in other 

words, its distinctive characteristic in the matter of justification.  Faith is justifying (is a 

mirror) not because it is obedience (is oval), but because it rests on Christ (reflects Christ 
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to the Father as He looks at us). 

 Does saving faith justify as obedience for Calvin? Phrased in this way, an 

unqualifiedly negative answer is required to this question.  This negative answer will be 

argued in the rest of this essay from three facets of Calvin’s theology: the definition of 

faith, the relationship of faith and repentance, and the contrast between law and grace. 

The Definition of Faith in Calvin 

Its context in Calvin.  Calvin begins Book Three of the Institutes by stressing 

that it is the agency of the Holy Spirit that produces faith.  Calvin asks why it is that all 

do not embrace the grace of the gospel and insists that this requires that “we climb higher 

and examine into the secret energy of the Spirit.”
11

  He then stresses that the Holy Spirit 

is first given to Christ before He is given to us and discusses the titles (and thus the 

works) of the Spirit.
12

  Paragraph Four of this chapter then begins, “But faith is the 

principal work of the Holy Spirit.”   

 This discussion of the Holy Spirit as the spring of faith in Christ must not be 

quickly passed over in order to come immediately to Calvin’s attempt to define faith.  It 

serves to set the stage and create the context for his definition by emphasizing the fact 

that faith itself is the gift of the Father’s grace, through the Son’s work, in the Spirit’s 

power.  It may be in some sense true that it is by our faith that we unite ourselves to 

Christ.  Yet, for Calvin, it is also true and in a sense even more true or important that it is 

Christ who unites us to Himself by the bond of the Spirit who creates the faith in us 

which unites us to Christ. 

A crux in Calvin studies.  Calvin comes to his attempt to define faith in the 

_______________________ 

11
Inst. 3:1:1.  

12
Inst. 3:1:2-3. 
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first seven paragraphs of the third chapter in Book Three of the Institutes.  He then states 

his carefully crafted definition in Paragraph Seven.  Calvin’s classic definition runs as 

follows:  “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.”
13

  He follows this statement of his definition by discussing various 

questions and difficulties related to his definition of faith in Paragraphs 8 through 43.  

This careful and extended treatment of the subject manifests how critical and central the 

subject of faith is for Calvin. 

 This careful and extended treatment of faith has not prevented this subject 

from becoming one of the cruxes of Calvin studies.
14

  It has given rise to discussions of 

whether Calvin’s doctrine of faith is intellectualist or voluntarist.
15

  It has also given rise 

to the related discussion of the relation of faith and assurance in Calvin’s doctrine.
16

  It 

has given rise, furthermore, to the inter-twined  discussions of unbelief in the elect and of 

belief in the non-elect.
17

  Finally, the place of knowledge in Calvin’s view of faith has 

also become a subject of discussion as Neo-orthodoxy attempted to lay claim to Calvin.
18

   

Its clarity in Calvin.  The meaning of faith for the purpose of the question 

_______________________ 

13
Inst. 3:2:7. 

14
George Gordh, “Calvin’s Conception of Faith,”  Review & Expositor 50 (April, 1953): 207-

215; Brian A. Gerrish, “The Doctrine of Faith,” Princeton Seminary Bulletin 16, no. 2 (1995): 202-215. 

15
Cf. the discussion of R. T. Kendall’s notorious thesis by Richard A. Muller, The 

Unaccommodated Calvin (Oxford: New York, 2000), 159-73.  Note also George W. Harper, “Calvin and 

English Calvinism to 1649:  A Review Article,” Calvin Theological Journal 20 (1985): 255-62; Stephen 

Thorson, “Tensions in Calvin’s View of Faith: Unexamined Assumptions in R. T. Kendall’s Calvin and 

English Calvinism to 1649,” JETS 37, no. 3 (September, 1994): 413-26. 

16
Joel R. Beeke, “Does Assurance Belong to the Essence of Faith?  Calvin and the Calvinists,” 

The Masterôs Seminary Journal 5, no. 1 (Spring, 1994): 43-71. 

17
John Clark Smith, “Calvin: Unbelief in the Elect,” Evangelical Quarterly 54 (1982): 14-24. 

18
James M. Bulman, “The Place of Knowledge in Calvin’s View of Faith,” Review and 

Expositor 50 (July 1953): 323-329. 
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raised in this essay is, however, clear.  Thankfully, the simple point I want to make with 

regard to Calvin’s definition of faith seems relatively unaffected by these discussions.   

 Faith as Knowledge.  Clearly, Calvin says nothing about obedience in this 

definition of faith.  The central word in this definition is “knowledge.”  Faith is not doing 

anything.  It is knowing something.  If faith is knowledge, this surely makes it something 

that in an important respect is passive.  Fundamentally, for Calvin faith is knowing 

something—not doing something. 

 Faith as Gift.  Furthermore, this knowledge is not pictured as the result of 

striving, acquisitiveness, or discovery by the active mind of the believer.  It is portrayed 

as the result of a divine activity in which man is passive.  Calvin’s definition emphasizes 

this in several ways.  It is the effect of  “the freely given promise in Christ, both revealed 

to our minds and sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit.”  Faith is knowing the 

freely given and divinely revealed promise in Christ—not the Word of God in general.
19

  

(Later I will enlarge on the fact that it is the promise in Christ and not the law of God that 

is the object of faith.)  It is the result of the work of the Holy Spirit sealing the promise 

upon our minds and hearts.
20

 

 Faith as Assurance.  Finally, the object of this knowledge—what is known by 

faith—also serves to underscore this same point.  It is knowledge of “God’s benevolence 

toward us.”  It seems clear that in saying this Calvin has defined faith as simply a kind of 

assurance.  It is not knowledge of anything we have done or anything to which we have 

contributed.  It is simply the blessed realization that God freely and gratuitously loves us 

specially and with personal mercy for us in particular.  Faith is, then, for Calvin the 

blessed assurance that Jesus is mine. 

 Now defining faith in this way surely creates problems for Calvin and 

_______________________ 

19
Inst. 3:2:6-7.  

20
Inst. 3:1:1-4.  
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problems for us in other regards.  If faith is assurance of God’s benevolence toward us in 

particular, what of those who experience such assurance, but live an ungodly life?  What 

about the experience of believers who struggle with doubts and fears about this very 

point?  What about Calvin’s relation to the Puritans and the practical syllogism?  These 

are all difficult questions stemming from the way in which Calvin defines faith in his 

classic definition.  They may suggest that there is something in Calvin’s definition that 

needs tweaking.  The fact is, however, that Calvin’s definition of faith at least includes 

assurance in faith.  More probably it makes faith consist in a kind of assurance of God’s 

benevolence (His saving grace) toward us in particular.  If faith includes or actually is 

assurance, and I cannot see how Calvin’s words can be otherwise interpreted, then clearly 

faith is very different from obedience. 

A voluntarist element in faith for Calvin?  Calvin’s definition of faith is 

often taken as proof of an intellectualist conception of faith.
21

  If faith is knowledge, this 

seems to imply that Calvin is to be identified with the intellectualist tradition as over 

against voluntarism.  Kendall concludes from this that for Calvin faith is merely a matter 

of the mind and not of the will and is, therefore, wholly passive.  Against Kendall, 

Richard Muller argues that Calvin affirms from the very beginning of his career a fiducial 

aspect of faith in which it is seen as placing
22

 all hope and trust in God.
23

   

 It may well be true—I think it is true—that in other places Calvin makes clear 

that there is a voluntarist aspect to his view of faith.
24

  There is a voluntarist element in 

_______________________ 

21
R. T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649 (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1979).  

22
John Calvin, The Insitutes of the Christian Religion: The 1536 Edition, trans. and annotated 

by Ford Lewis Battles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), 42-43.  Battles translates here,  “. . . faith . . . is not 

only to adjudge true all that has been written or is said of God and Christ, but to put all hope and trust in 

one God and Christ . . .”  

23
Muller, The Unaccommodated Calvin, 159f. 

24
George W. Harper points out in “Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649:  A Review Article,” 
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Calvin’s view of faith that does not find clear articulation in his definition.  Calvin’s 

mention in his definition, however, of the promise being sealed to our heart implies this 

voluntarist element.  This voluntarist element emerges more clearly in the surrounding 

paragraphs when Calvin says that we will be saved “if, indeed, with firm faith we 

embrace this mercy and rest in it with steadfast hope”
25

.  It also emerges when he 

remarks:  “this, then, is true knowledge of Christ, if we receive him as he is offered by 

the Father: namely, clothed with the gospel”.
26

  (The emphasis is, of course, mine.)   

 Does, however, this voluntarist aspect or activist element introduce the idea of 

obedience or works as the peculiar, distinguishing, and justifying feature of faith?  The 

answer to this question is clearly no.  This active element of faith—if it can be so 

called—is embracing and resting in mercy.  It is receiving Christ as He is offered in the 

gospel.  The movement of the will in faith is, therefore, consistent with its peculiarly, 

passive character.   

 Calvin makes this abundantly clear at other points.  Faith is no work or 

obedience meriting salvation or grace for Calvin.  It is the opposite of such a work.  

Calvin’s comments on Galatians 5:6 have been cited above.  Calvin also refers to the 

words of Galatians 5:6 in his discussion of faith and justification in the Institutes.  His 

words are of pointed relevance for the subject at hand; 

 Also, they pointedly strive after the foolish subtlety that we are justified by 
faith alone, which acts through love, so that righteousness depends upon love.  
Indeed, we confess with Paul that no other faith justifies “but faith working through 
love” [Gal. 5:6].  But it does not take its power to justify from that working of love.  
Indeed, it justifies in no other way but in that it leads us into fellowship with the 
righteousness of Christ.

27
 

                                                                                                                                                 

259, that there is an alternative to the voluntarist and intellectualist medieval, philosophical traditions.  He 

calls this “the Augustinian voluntarist perspective” and argues that this is the tradition to which Luther and 

Calvin returned. 

25
Inst. 3:2:1  

26
Inst. 3:2:6.  

27
Inst. 3:11:20. 
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 Stuermann raises a question that leads him to discuss this very point:  “Can an 

objection be sustained to the effect that, since faith is sometimes called a work, therefore 

it is proper to speak of justification by works?”  He then remarks that Calvin shuts the 

door on such reasoning.
28

  Indeed he does!  Commenting on John 6:29’s reference to faith 

as the work of God, Calvin has this to say: 

It is idle sophistry, under the pretext of this passage, to maintain that we are justified 
by works, if faith justifies, because it is likewise called a work.  First, it is plain 
enough that Christ does not speak with strict accuracy, when he calls faith a work, 
just as Paul makes a comparison between the law of faith and  the law of works, 
(Rom. iii. 27.)  Secondly, when we affirm that men are not justified by works, we 
mean works by the merit of which men may obtain favour with God.  Now faith 
brings nothing to God, but, on the contrary, places man before God as empty and 
poor, that he may be filled with Christ and with his grace.  It is, therefore, if we may 
be allowed the expression, a passive work, to which no reward can be paid, and it 
bestows on man no other righteousness than that which he receives from Christ.

29
 

 The phrase, passive work, epitomizes Calvin’s view of faith.  There is a 

voluntarist element.  It is a work—a human activity, but it is a passive work.  It is such a 

work as simply presents “man before God as empty and poor, that he may be filled with 

Christ.” 

The implication for the question.  The main point here is that Calvin’s classic 

definition of faith makes no mention of obedience.  This is the more striking because, as 

we have seen, Calvin could describe faith as obedience and as the beginning of new 

obedience.  Yet when setting himself to define faith, faith as obedience—faith as 

response to commandment—plays no part in his definition.  Faith is defined as 

knowledge, as gift, as assurance. 

 The fact surely is striking, but the reason for it is not hard to find.  Calvin says 

nothing about faith as obedience in his classic definition because to him the fact that faith 

_______________________ 

28
Walter E. Stuermann, A Critical Study of Calvinôs Concept of Faith (Ann Arbor, MI: 

Edwards Brothers, 1952), 170. 

29
Comm. John 6:29.  
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is obedience is not the important, peculiar, or justifying power of faith.  It justifies only 

“in that it leads us into fellowship with the righteousness of Christ.”  Already we may 

say, then, that for Calvin saving faith does not justify as obedience.  In this sense of the 

question embodied in the title of this essay (Does saving faith itself include evangelical 

obedience in John Calvin’s theology?), the answer is no.  There is, however, much more 

to be said in defense of this answer to the question posed in this essay. 

Faith and Repentance in Calvin 

 The relationship between faith and repentance in Calvin’s writings also points 

to a negative answer to the question raised in this essay. 

The structure of Calvinôs ñordo salutis.ò  One may reconstruct from the 

early chapters of Book Three of the Institutes a kind of structure in terms of which Calvin 

presents his view of the application of salvation.  One might almost say that Calvin 

provides us here with his ordo salutis!  It is in terms of this structure that Calvin responds 

to a number of important, theological issues in his day and ours—including the one 

addressed in this essay.   

 Calvin teaches in these chapters that the way of salvation is as follows.  The 

Holy Spirit creates faith in Christ.  This is His principal work.
30

  In this way the Spirit 

and faith unite the believer to Christ and to all the benefits of redemption to be found in 

Him.
31

  The two great benefits of salvation to be found in Christ are forgiveness of sins 

and moral renewal (justification and sanctification).
32

  Moral renewal is variously termed 

repentance, regeneration, and sanctification by Calvin.
33

  Calvin divides sanctification or 

_______________________ 

30
Inst. 3:1:4.  

31
Inst. 3:1:1; 3:2:1; 3:3:1.  

32
Inst. 3:3:1; 3:11:1.  

33
Inst. 3:3:1; 3:3:9; 3:3:19; 3:11:1.  Note the references cited in his chapter on “Sanctification 
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moral renewal into mortification and vivification.
34

  Forgiveness of sins or justification is 

the other great blessing possessed in union with Christ.
35

  Though it is treated second in 

order, it is “the main hinge on which religion turns.”
36

  Justification itself has two sides or 

aspects.  It is both forgiveness of sins and a gracious acceptance of our persons by God.
37

  

Repentance (regeneration, sanctification) has to do with moral renewal, while 

justification is forensic and has to do with our status or standing before God.
38

  To 

paraphrase an old proverb, one diagram may be worth more than an extended exposition.  

Note Figure 1. 

 The consequent distinction.  This diagram of Calvin’s structuring of the 

application of the redemption found in Christ shows clearly the important distinction that 

he made between faith and repentance.  Faith is unto union with Christ.  Repentance is a 

consequence of union with Christ.  Though this is not a chronological distinction, since 

faith, union with Christ, and repentance are inseparable, it is a logical and sequential 

distinction.  The work of the Holy Spirit in creating faith in Christ, on the one hand, and 

in morally renewing (giving repentance to) the believer are distinguished.  Though the 

moral renewal (repentance) of the believer is the work of the Holy Spirit, “faith is the 

principal work of the Spirit”.
39

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

and Faith” by Victor A. Shepherd, The Nature and Function of Faith in the Theology of John Calvin 

(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1983), 35-38. 

34
Inst. 3:3:8.  

35
Inst. 3:11:1.    

36
Ibid.  

37
Inst. 3:11:4.  

38
Inst. 3:11:2-4.  

39
Inst. 3:1:4.  
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Figure 1 

CALVINôS ñORDO SALUTISò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 It is not difficult to collect statements from this part of the Insitutes to support 

this distinction.  The statement of 3:3:1 is both clear and exemplary.  Chapter Three is 

entitled, “Our Regeneration by Faith: Repentance.” 

 Even though we have taught in part how faith possesses Christ, and how 
through it we enjoy his benefits, this would still remain obscure if we did not add an 
explanation of the effects we feel.  With good reason, the sum of the gospel is held 
to consist in repentance and forgiveness of sins.  Any discussion of faith that 
omitted these topics would be barren and mutilated and well-nigh useless.  Now, 
both repentance and forgiveness of sins—that is, newness of life and free 
reconciliation—are conferred on us by Christ, and both are obtained by us through 
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faith.  As a consequence, reason and the order of teaching demand that I begin to 
discuss both at this point.  However, our immediate transition will be from faith to 
repentance.  For when this topics is rightly understood it will better appear how man 
is justified by faith alone, and simple pardon; nevertheless actual holiness of life, so 
to speak, is not separated from free imputation of righteousness.  Now it ought to be 
a fact beyond controversy that repentance not only constantly follows faith, but is 
born of faith.  For since pardon and forgiveness are offered through the preaching of 
the gospel in order that the sinner, freed from the tyranny of Satan, the yoke of sin, 
and the miserable bondage of vices, may cross over into the Kingdom of God, 
surely no one can embrace the grace of the gospel without betaking himself from the 
errors of his past life into the right way, and applying his whole effort to the practice 
of repentance.  There are some, however, who suppose that repentance precedes 
faith, rather than flows from it, or is produced by it as fruit from a tree.  Such 
persons have never known the power of repentance, and are moved to feel this way 
by an unduly slight argument.

40
 

 This statement of Calvin makes explicit a number of the important structures 

or thoughts in Calvin’s presentation of the way of salvation or the application of 

redemption.  Faith in Christ confers both repentance and forgiveness of sins.  Repentance 

is equated with “newness of life” and “actual holiness of life.”  Forgiveness of sins—“the 

free imputation of righteousness”—is carefully distinguished from newness of life.  

Calvin explicitly denies that repentance precedes faith, but affirms the opposite.  

Repentance is the fruit of faith. 

Repentance then faith in Calvin?  It is true that Calvin elsewhere 

occasionally makes statements that seem at variance with his teaching here.  Specifically, 

two difficulties may be noted.  On the one hand, occasionally he seems to speak of 

regeneration as producing faith.  On the other hand, occasionally he speaks of repentance 

as preceding faith.   

 One may see the first difficulty in Calvin’s comments on John 1:13. Calvin’s 

exact words require quotation: 

 It may be thought that the Evangelist reverses the natural order by making 
regeneration to precede faith, whereas, on the contrary, it is an effect of faith, and 

_______________________ 

40
Inst. 3:3:1.  For many more references to the distinction and relation between faith and 

repentance see the rest of chapter Three: 3:3:2-43.  Cf. also 3:11:14 where Calvin remarks,  “From this it 

follows that not even the spiritual works come into account when the power of justifying is ascribed to 

faith.” 
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therefore ought to be placed later.  I reply, that both statements perfectly agree . . . 
the illumination of our minds by the Holy Spirit belongs to our renewal, and thus 
faith flows from regeneration as from its source; but since it is by the same faith that 
we receive Christ, who sanctifies us by his Spirit, on that account it is said to be the 
beginning of our adoption. 

 Another solution, still more plain and easy, may be offered; for when the Lord 
breathes faith into us, he regenerates us by some method that is hidden and 
unknown to us; but after we have received faith, we perceive, by a lively feeling of 
conscience, not only the grace of adoption, but also newness of life and the other 
gifts of the Holy Spirit.

 41
 

 One may note the second difficulty in Calvin’s careful comments on Acts 

20:21.  He says there:   

He doth not, therefore, name repentance in the former place, as if it did wholly go 
before faith, forasmuch as a part thereof proceedeth from faith, and is an effect 
thereof; but because the beginning of repentance is a preparation unto faith.  I call 
the displeasing of ourselves the beginning, which doth enforce us, after we be 
thoroughly touched with the fear of the wrath of God, to seek some remedy.

42
 

 These two difficulties are really just one.  Repentance and regeneration, as we 

have noted already, designate the same reality for Calvin only from two distinct 

viewpoints.  Repentance views the matter from the viewpoint of human responsibility 

and activity.  Regeneration views it from the standpoint of divine power and agency. 

 This “confusion” of Calvin, nevertheless, remains a difficulty.
43

  It may be 

resolved, however, when several things are recalled.  These considerations remove the 

problems this difficulty raises for the question at stake in this essay.  First, Calvin is not 

really confused.  His statements make clear that he is aware of the seeming contradiction 

involved in his statements and that he thinks it is capable of resolution.  Second, the 

structure of Calvin’s applied soteriology noted above already indicates that the Holy 

Spirit’s work precedes faith.  The question only concerns whether and in what sense this 

may work of the Holy Spirit may be called regeneration.  Third, and most importantly for 

_______________________ 

41
Comm. John 1:13. 

42
Comm. Acts 20:21.  

43
The treatments of Stuermann, A Critical Study, 199. and Shepherd, The Nature and Function 

of Faith, 35-38 touch on this difficulty and provide helpful discussions of it. 
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my thesis, Calvin maintains even in the statements made above the distinction between 

faith and repentance.  In other words, even if repentance and regeneration are in some 

well-qualified sense prior to faith, they are still clearly distinguished from faith.  The 

statements cited make clear that in so far as repentance and regeneration precede faith 

they do not convey “newness of life.”  Regeneration creates faith in and union with 

Christ.  It is in union with Christ that newness of life comes.  Repentance in so far as it 

precedes faith is not newness of life, but simply displeasure with ourselves and the fear of 

God’s judgment that makes us seek help.   Thus, there is maintained a clear distinction 

between faith and repentance.  Calvin’s comments on Psalm 130:4 makes this point. 

When a man is awakened with a lively sense of the judgment of God, he cannot fail 
to be humbled with shame and fear.  Such self-dissatisfaction would not however 
suffice, unless at the same time there were added faith, whose office it is to raise up 
the hearts which were cast down with fear, and to encourage them to pray for 
forgiveness.  David then acted as he ought to have done when, in order to his 
attaining genuine repentance, he first summons himself before God’s judgment; but 
to preserve his confidence from falling under the overpowering influence of fear, he 
presently adds the hope which there was of obtaining pardon.

44
 

 According to Calvin, the repentance that precedes faith is dissatisfaction, 

shame, and fear—not newness of life.  It is clearly distinguished from the faith that must 

be added in order that forgiveness might be sought and attained.  There is no danger, 

then, that the ambiguity in the order of faith and repentance in Calvin should lead to a 

confusion of faith and repentance or moral renewal.  Even, then, in Calvin’s “variant” 

presentation of the order of faith and repentance, they remain quite distinct.  Faith 

continues to be clearly distinguished from repentance and regeneration. 

The implication for the question.  Generally, the terms repentance, 

regeneration, and sanctification describe the process of moral renewal that takes place in 

the Christian as a result of union with Christ.  As we have seen, even where they 

_______________________ 

44
Comm. Psa. 130:4. Shepherd, The Nature and Function of Faith,  37 also points to Luke 

26:46; Acts 11:18; and Acts 17:31 with regard to this point. 
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occasionally do not, the distinction between faith and repentance is maintained.  

Repentance when it precedes faith does not refer to moral renewal, but to a wholly 

negative view of oneself variously described as displeasure, dissatisfaction, shame and 

fear.   

 This process of moral renewal is understood in Calvin as increasing obedience 

to and conformity to the law of God.
45

  This is the point of the so-called third use of the 

law that is distinctive of Calvin’s theology.  Of course, Calvin sees an inseparable 

connection between this process of moral renewal defined in terms of conformity to 

God’s law and justification by faith alone.  Calvin, however, by making faith in Christ the 

gift of the Holy Spirit unto union with Christ posits a plain distinction between faith on 

the one hand, and repentance, regeneration, and sanctification on the other.  Faith leads to 

union with Christ.  Repentance etc. flows out of union with Christ.  The connection is 

clear, but the distinction could not be plainer.  In this sense too, then, evangelical 

obedience is not included in faith itself.  Or to put the matter more precisely, it is not in 

its character as obedience (or as producing moral renewal) that faith justifies.  Calvin 

maintains a strict distinction between faith and repentance conceived as moral renewal. 

Law and Grace in Calvin 

 A third telling consideration that points to the fact that faith does not justify as 

obedience in Calvin is the contrast between law and grace to be found in his writings. 

Faith as response to gracious promise.  As noted previously, Calvin asserts 

that faith is knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us, founded upon the truth of the 

freely given promise in Christ. “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 

_______________________ 

45
Shepherd, The Nature and Function of Faith, 156-64 asserts faith’s need of law and that the 

law reflects God’s intention for the shape of the existence of faith.  Cf. Inst. 3:19:2-3; Comm. 2 Pet. 2:19. 
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of the freely given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and sealed upon our 

hearts through the Holy Spirit.”
46

 

 Calvin everywhere describes faith in relation to and as formed by the freely 

given promise in Christ.  To add to the evidence already cited in this essay, one may 

point to several things.  Though faith respects the whole Word of God, it is not the Word 

of God in its undifferentiated entirety that creates faith.  It is the promise of mercy. 

“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.”
47

  Faith is an empty vessel.  “We compare faith to a kind of vessel; for 

unless we come empty with the mouth of our vessel open to seek Christ’s grace, we are 

not capable of receiving Christ.”
48

  As we have seen, faith is therefore passive.  It is 

“something merely passive, bringing nothing of ours to the recovering of God’s favour 

but receiving from Christ that which we lack.”
49

  Faith justifies as receiving and 

embracing the promise in Christ.  “For faith is said to justify because it receives and 

embraces the righteousness offered in the gospel.”
50

  Faith, then, is only the instrumental 

cause of justification—not its efficient, material, or meritorious cause.
51

   

Gracious and legal promises.  The above is certainly an impressive array of 

evidence for faith being the response to the freely given promise in Christ.  Yet the 

presentation of this subject would be wholly inadequate in bringing out the nature of 

justifying faith as response to grace in Calvin, if it did not also bring out the contrast 

_______________________ 

46
Inst. 3:2:7.  

47
Inst. 3:2:7. 

48
Inst. 3:11:7; 3:11:10.  

49
Inst. 3:13:5.  

50
Inst. 3:11:17. Comm. Gen. 15:6. 

51
Comm. Rom. 3:22. 
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between law and grace in Calvin.  This distinction means that faith is response to grace in 

contrast to law. 

 Calvin begins his extended treatment of faith in the third chapter of Book 

Three of the Institutes by underscoring the distinction between law and grace.   

Secondly, it is not only hard, but above our strength and beyond our abilities, to 
fulfill the law 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.

52
 

 Throughout his treatment of justification this distinction remains crucial.  Note 

the important distinction Calvin makes between the promises of the law and the promises 

of the gospel. 

 Now, to be sure, the law itself has its own promises.  Therefore, in the 
promises of the gospel there must be something distinct and different unless we 
would admit that the comparison is inept.  But what sort of difference will this be, 
other than the gospel promises are free and dependent solely upon God’s mercy, 
while the promises of the law depend upon the condition of works?

53
 

 Calvin distinguishes the three uses of the law in Book Two, Chapter Seven of 

the Institutes where he mentions the first, second, and third uses of the law explicitly.
54

  

The treatment of the first use of the law—condemnation—in paragraphs 6-9 makes the 

contrast between the gracious promises of the gospel, on the one hand, and those of the 

law, on the other, explicit.
55

 

_______________________ 

52
Inst. 3:3:1.  

53
Inst. 3:11:17.   

54
Cf. especially Inst. 2:7:6, 10, 12  

55
Shepherd, The Nature and Function of Faith, 227, argues that for Calvin “Jesus Christ is the 

substance of the God-given law.”  Throughout his treatment of the subject of the law in Calvin Shepherd 

betrays the Barthian tendency to subsume law under grace and to cloud the sharp distinction between law 

and gracious promise in Calvin.  His lengthy argument on the subject notwithstanding it is simply 

impossible to read Calvin this way.  Of course, from one standpoint Calvin views the law as an 

administration of grace and as revealing or containing the gospel.  The Old Testament—the law—did 

reveal Christ for Calvin.  In this sense the promise of God’s mercy does always precede the claim of God’s 
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The implication for the question.  If what has been said above is correct, then 

the necessary implication for the question at hand is perfectly clear.  The unique, 

peculiar, and justifying quality or property of faith is not obedience to the law.  Faith may 

be obedience, but it is obedience to the gospel and to grace as distinguished from the 

law.
56

  Faith may be obedience, but it is not in this character that its unique or justifying 

property resides.  Faith may result in obedience to the law of God, but it is not at all 

because of this that it occupies the place in the doctrine of justification that it does for 

Calvin.  It is not because of this that it has power to justify or is the instrumental cause of 

justification.  Faith justifies as and only as the trustful, resting, and reposing response to 

gratuitous promise.  Faith justifies because by this repose on Christ it joins the soul to 

Christ. 

Conclusion 

 For all these reasons we must reach the conclusion that, though faith possesses 

the character of obedience for Calvin, it is not as obedience that it justifies.  It is rather in 

its quality as resting and reposing on the gratuitous promises of the gospel of Christ.  

Thus, we reach the same conclusion already reached by W. Stanford Reid in his fine 

article, “Justification by Faith according to John Calvin.” 

In his own day and ever since, those opposed to his doctrine have cited the terms of 
Galatians 5:6 “faith working by love” as showing that love plays a part in 
justification.  While Calvin is prepared to recognize that faith does work by love, he 
also insists that “it does not take its power to justify from that working of love.  
Indeed, it justifies by no other means than by leading us into fellowship with the 
righteousness of Christ. . . . And then that faith is reckoned as righteousness solely 
where righteousness is given through a grace not owed.”  In his commentary on 

                                                                                                                                                 

law.  (Cf. Shepherd, The Nature and Function of Faith, 154.)  Yet, the effect of Shepherd’s treatment is to 

obscure or minimize the other side of Calvin’s balanced treatment of the subject in which he sees the law as 

the antithesis of grace so that the law condemns while the promise of grace justifies. 

56
Thus, when Daniel Fuller repudiates Calvin’s contrast between gospel and law in Gospel & 

Law, 66, he raises the question of his commitment to the doctrine of sola fide for which this distinction was 

logically indispensable.  I do not think that logically Fuller can hold this and hold sola fide.  The reason is 

that to make justifying faith simultaneously a response to both gospel and law is to say that it justifies 

(partially) as obedience to law. 
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Galatians, he ends his exposition of this verse by pointing out that when he is 
speaking of justification, he sets aside all works and this theme characterizes his 
exegesis of the whole epistle.

57
 

 The emerging tendency of evangelicals to unify faith and obedience in such a 

way as to identify them, to speak of being justified by faith working through love, to 

erase the distinction between law and grace, and to define faith partly in terms of 

faithfulness (faithful obedience to God’s commands) in relation to justification is 

troubling.  But not only so, it is profoundly contrary to the classic view of sola fide 

enunciated by Luther and Calvin.  Such phraseology as sola fide, if it is to be defined 

meaningfully and fairly, must be defined in terms of its classic, historical articulation by 

Luther and Calvin.  The question is certainly raised whether modern evangelicals who 

speak in these ways may fairly say that they believe in sola fide. 

 It may be that Calvin’s definition of faith, relating of faith and repentance, and 

contrast between law and gospel are in need of some criticism and revision.  I myself 

would be inclined at some points to think so.  Evangelicals should be aware, however, 

that if they revise  

Calvin’s theology at these points extensively and basically, they may forfeit their right to 

historical accuracy and honesty when they say that they believe in justification by faith 

alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_______________________ 

57
Reid, “Justification by Faith according to John Calvin,” 300. 
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